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introduction
COEXISTENCE AND VIOLENCE IN 
THE GERMAN, HABSBURG, RUSSIAN, 
AND OTTOMAN BORDERLANDS

Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz

Borderlands are places of interaction. They are regions intersected by frontiers that separate 
states, where crossing from one side to the other means switching the sovereign political 
authority under which one lives. But borderlands are frontiers in another sense as well. They 
are spaces-in-between, where identities are often malleable and control of the territory and 
the population is subject to dispute. Most often, borderlands are geographically or culturally 
distant from the seat of power, and states expend great energy trying to subsume and inte-
grate them. Borderlands are therefore also constructs of the political imaginary and products 
of ideological fantasies. As such they become sites for all sorts of political, military, and eco-
nomic projects, as well as scholarly pursuits and literary representations. The main protago-
nists constitute a diverse lot: states and social movements, political parties and nationalist 
activists, entrepreneurs and colonizers, intellectuals and ideologues, locals and newcomers. 
In the borderlands, diverse populations may coexist for long stretches of time, only to have 
the harmony ruptured by episodes of violence. Living side-by-side, diverse populations learn 
how to live with one another, but they may also come to perceive the other as essentially dif-
ferent and naturally hostile. In the borderlands, groups become both objects and generators 
of intense violence.

The borderlands with which we are concerned was a vast swath of territory running 
from the Baltic to the Black Sea, Lithuania to Anatolia, where four great powers encoun-
tered each other in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries along a variety of often changing 
and contested borders. Prussia (later transformed into the German Empire), along with the 
Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Empires, did not all share borders, nor were all of these 
borders disputed. Each of the empires had, of course, its distinctive characteristics. But a 
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number of essential factors unified the region, making it a compelling object of study in its 
entirety. First, the Borderlands was a region of great ethnic and religious diversity. Each of 
the empires presided over a multitude of populations. Second, in the modern period, each 
of the empires had to grapple with national and racial movements that, in place of diversity, 
sought to establish sovereign states that represented one particular nationality. Third, the 
four empires competed for power and influence in this large region. At particular junctures, 
each of the empires and many of their successor states sought to revise existing borders and 
expand their territorial writ. As a result (and fourth), the Borderlands became the major site 
of the European wars of the twentieth century. A floodtide of ethnic and national violence 
ensued, some of it stimulated by war between states, some by internal conflicts among vary-
ing nationalities. In wartime, states and political movements sought to reshape dramatically 
the demographic landscape of the Borderlands.1

By examining this large, highly diverse region in its entirety and at multiple levels—lo-
cal, national, imperial, interstate; social, cultural, political, and economic—we gain a much 
greater understanding of how the many populations of this borderland managed to coexist, 
and how they eventually descended into and became, in many instances, the perpetrators 
and objects of the worst violence imaginable. That, in brief, is our argument for researching 
the Borderlands; that is the ambition of this volume.

Nations and Empires
Article 3 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, pronounced on 26 August 
1789, declares: “The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation.” The French 
Revolution’s assertion of popular sovereignty and the principle of national self-determina-
tion thus became the rallying cry of all emergent national movements. At that historical 
moment, the concept of the nation state was born and it would then become the preeminent 
political force in the modern world. The idea, though hardly the reality, that the state should 
be the representative of one particular people, spread like the proverbial prairie fire through-
out nineteenth-century Europe and, especially after World War I, across the rest of the world.

Yet the borderlands region that is our concern was the world of empires, the zone 
where four powers challenged one another for political and military predominance. There, 
every empire presided over highly diverse populations, many of which had religious or eth-
nic counterparts and kin across one or several imperial borders and under the rule of a dif-
ferent imperial house. These empires, emblematic of the preeminent form of political organi-
zation over more than two millennia, were by definition multiethnic and multiconfessional.2
No Ottoman sultan, Russian czar, or Habsburg emperor ever for a moment thought that all 
his subjects should or could share one religious belief or one ethnic identity. Yet in all four 
empires, particularly toward their demise, millions of people were moving, or being moved, 
across the borders. They sought opportunities or fled wars and pogroms. Sometimes, they 
were expelled or killed in the name of national or racial purity.

In our period, the four empires were anything but static entities. Unlike the other 
three, Imperial Germany was only formed in 1871, though in many ways it inherited Prus-
sia’s imperial ambitions in the Polish lands, as well as its overall suspicion of Catholicism. 
The Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman empires followed distinctive reform courses, including 
liberal constitutionalism, limited political representation, or, conversely, the reassertion of 
authoritarian rule, all with varying degrees of success. In the second half of the nineteenth 
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and into the twentieth century, the empires were tested, reformed, destroyed, or reconstruct-
ed—or all of the above, sometimes at one and the same time. Primarily, the challenge to them 
came from the combination of nationalist, sometimes racist, movements and great power ri-
valries. Unlike empires, which are distinguished by the diversity of their populations, nation 
states are most typically promoters of one language, one national identity, and one religion, 
even if the state consists of more than one nation or agrees to tolerate some aspects of minor-
ity nations within its borders.

The national movements and the nation states that emerged in the borderlands region 
did not simply replace empires. In the borderlands, two of the great landed empires, the 
Ottoman and Habsburg, collapsed as part of the wreckage of World War I, but twentieth-
century communists created a vast Soviet empire and the Nazis erected a short-lived but 
virulent racial empire whose impact on the twentieth century is incalculable. In the long 
nineteenth century that began in 1789 and ended with World War I, the empires of the bor-
derlands indeed faced great challenges from the reality and the lure of the nation. Poles in the 
Russian and German Empires, Bulgarians and Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, Croatians 
under the Habsburgs and the Hungarians, and many others developed national movements 
that sought the creation of their own nation states. In response, the empires made concerted 
efforts to absorb some of the characteristics of the nation state by asserting the importance 
of one ethnic or national group. Russians in the Romanov Empire, Turks (and not just Mus-
lims) in the last decades of Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s rule over the Ottoman Empire, Germans 
in the Habsburg Empire, and Protestant Germans under Bismarck all became the intended 
beneficiaries of imperial policies. For the new breed of twentieth-century activists, such as 
the Young Turks in the Ottoman Empire, or the German nationalists in the Habsburg and 
the German Empires, the idea of transforming their troubled empires and reconstructing 
them along particular ethnic and national lines seemed a most appealing solution, a way to 
revive imperial power, establish national greatness, and secure internal stability. In this view, 
the multinational character of the old empires was precisely the problem. They suppressed 
the dominant nationality and prevented it from achieving its historical destiny, while inces-
sant ethnic conflict destabilized the political and social order and provided opportunities for 
foreign meddling. Despite their vastly different backgrounds, self-perceptions, and articula-
tions of goals, Soviet party militants were involved for decades in a large-scale effort to main-
tain and expand their empire, promoting “friendly” nationalities, violently purging the per-
ceived enemies of the Soviet “homeland,” and asserting the dominance of (Great) Russians. 
Most radically, the Third Reich was planned to be a vast improvement over the previous two 
German Empires by being built on the principle of a Master Race (which included activist 
ethnic Germans from the Baltic and former Habsburg lands) lording it over a hodgepodge 
of enslaved and debilitated groups and eradicating those deemed to be unworthy of life or 
obstacles to Aryan supremacy.

Mutual Interactions, Peaceful and Violent
Many of the chapters that follow deal with the extraordinary violence that marred the Bor-
derlands region, especially between the latter part of the nineteenth century and the after-
math of World War II. But violence was never natural or inevitable, as so many commenta-
tors presumed when they watched the former Yugoslavia descend into ethnic cleansing and 
genocide in the 1990s.3 For centuries, in some areas for over two millennia, diverse popula-
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tions had lived side-by-side and sometimes interacted quite peaceably. To be sure, they were 
divided by religion, language, ethnicity, and social class; marriage across certain religious 
and ethnic lines may have been limited in some cases, invisible in others. Yet the economic 
and social relations among diverse communities could only be sustained on a foundation of 
peaceable interactions. In the era of empires, more often than not the rulers sought to main-
tain social tranquility because they prized order and knew that violence, once unleashed, was 
very difficult to control. There were exceptions, of course, perhaps most notoriously the mas-
sacres of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in the 1890s and 1909, and the anti-Jewish po-
groms in the Russian Empire in 1881–1884 and 1903–1906. But by and large, pogroms were 
generally not the work of the state but of mobs that the state sought to bring under control. 
The state even prosecuted people who committed crimes against those deemed minorities. 
Local populations as well as state officials had a direct interest in maintaining conditions that 
permitted the proverbial Jewish cattle dealer to offer his services to the local peasants, the 
Armenian and Greek merchants to act as intermediaries between international markets and 
more local-oriented Muslim shopkeepers, and German-speaking and Slovenian-speaking 
peasants to live side-by-side and, in fact, to switch languages as need arose without any sense 
that they had to make a fixed choice between them.

Certainly, our intent is not to idealize the long epoch of empires, nor should premod-
ern interethnic relations be confused with modern notions of multiculturalism and social 
harmony. Jews had been expelled from England, France, and Spain from the twelfth to the 
fifteenth centuries by kingdoms that defined themselves in religious terms. Pogroms devas-
tated the Jews of the Rhineland and elsewhere during the Crusades. The Thirty Years War 
became so violent because of the mix of religious, political, and social conflict, and the devas-
tation of the war affected primarily civilians. The Khmelnitsky Cossack and peasant uprising 
of 1648 not only devastated large parts of Eastern Europe, but also had far reaching econom-
ic, political, and demographic ramifications. The uprising targeted Poles and Jews who had 
colonized, urbanized, and brought new modes of commerce to the newly acquired lands of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. They thus came to be seen as the oppressors and ex-
ploiters of peasants subsequently described as Ukrainians and of freebooting Cossacks who 
either wanted to maintain their autonomy or to enter the ranks of the Polish szlachta (gen-
try). Tens of thousands of Armenians were killed in large-scale pogroms that resulted from a 
combination of long-standing religious prejudices and social resentments against Christians 
who were often wealthier, better educated, and more worldly than their Muslim neighbors.

Still, there were fundamental differences between such premodern eruptions, driven 
by a combination of religious strife, socioeconomic resentment, and political ambition, and 
modern instances of interethnic conflict, motivated by a new sense of national identity, even 
if the new nationalists liked to retell the story of earlier conflicts as harbingers of contempo-
rary national struggles. At the same time, the division of populations into religiously defined 
groups and the episodes of violence did leave historical traces still evident in the modern era. 
A repertoire of repressive acts could easily be mobilized and reenacted, even with the same 
tools of violence—pitchforks, clubs, swords, and worse.4 But both state-directed violence and 
communal interethnic conflict became more sustained and more brutal in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century, largely for political, ideological, and technological-logistical reasons. 
The sea change in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the great distinction between the 
modern era and everything that came before, was the connection drawn between popula-
tions conceived in national and racial terms and sovereignty. To this must be added the rapid 
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expansion in the state’s ability to mobilize its new industrial, logistical, and administrative 
resources in order to propagate ideas and enact policies on a scale and at a pace entirely un-
thinkable in the premodern world. This profound transformation has led in the modern era 
to the great intensification of population separation via migrations, forced deportations, and 
genocides, as it has, of course, transformed the nature of war.5 The claim that people were 
essentially constituted as nations and that their destiny would be fulfilled when they acquired 
their own state proved vibrant, powerful, and alluring; in its racial form, as under the Nazis, 
it could become limitless in its violence and in its conception of the territory appropriate to 
the dominant race.

Nationalism was not just a sentiment of belonging related to religion, language, and 
locality. Nationalism was expansive, indeed revolutionary, in its claim that the conformity of 
territorial and ethnic borders was the natural state of being. Whether espoused by Muslim 
Turks, Baltic Germans, shtetl Jews, or Hungarian landlords, nationalism directly challenged 
the multiethnic and multiconfessional empires with their far more extensive borders. Often, 
nationalism created its own fantasies of great territories. Many nationalists could not rest 
content in a small state and loudly proclaimed their irredentist dreams, whether of a re-
vived Hellenic Mediterranean empire, a Pan-Turkish realm that stretched into Central Asia, 
or a Poland whose borders reached from the Baltic to the Black Sea. But there were many 
other nuances: Zionists preferred a small Jewish state to Jewish minority status throughout 
many countries (though the process of creating that state indeed triggered irredentist fanta-
sies); nationalists in countries with large minorities, such as interwar Poland, had to decide 
whether to maintain their extended borders and assimilate or tolerate their minorities, as ad-
vocated by Józef Piłsudski, or to limit the state to the frontiers of its core ethnicity, as argued 
by Roman Dmowski.6 Nazi irredentism was transformed into racial domination; communist 
internationalism was turned into Soviet-Russian hegemony. Conversely, some minorities, 
such as non-Zionist Jews or Muslim Arabs and Turks in Europe, have had to negotiate be-
tween their own sense of ethnic, religious, and national identity, their relationship to their 
so-called host countries, and their ties to Israel, the Arab world, or Turkey.

Nationalism created minorities and majorities. Those terms, as we understand them 
today, are essentially modern and date only from the late nineteenth century.7 They consti-
tute the language of nationalism and the nation state. The empires had various subjects under 
their domain who differed from the predominant ethnicity and religion of the ruling house. 
Jews and Christians in the Ottoman Empire; Czechs and Slovaks, Poles and Ruthenians, 
Romanians and Magyars, Croatians and Italians, Roma, Jews, and others in the Habsburg 
Empire; literally hundreds of groups that were Muslim, Jewish, Catholic, or something else 
entirely in the Russian Empire; Poles, other Catholics, and Jews in the German Empire—
from imperial subjects they became minorities who, by their very existence, challenged the 
claims of the nationalists that their own population was, or would become, homogeneous 
or dominant under the state. If Poland was to be the country of Poles, Bulgaria of Bulgarian 
Christians, Turkey of the Turks, then everyone else was now consigned to minority status. 
And that meant a wide range of policies. Minorities could be assimilated into the dominant 
group or even protected, as was the goal of the post-World War I treaties and the League of 
Nations’ Permanent Minorities Commission. Or they could be driven out or killed. Only one 
thing was certain: minorities could never be ignored.

Ultimately, then, the more virulent and sustained character of the violence of the bor-
derlands in the past two centuries was a result of the emergence of national claims in a world 
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of empires. As we noted, this violence was distinguished from numerous earlier examples of 
brutalities by being far more extensive and reaching more consistently into civilian popula-
tions. The Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 provide a good example. Many observers remarked on 
the particularly brutal character of the warfare.8 Armies did not just crisscross the lands and 
defeat one another in battle. They tortured the living and mutilated the dead, raped women 
and butchered children en masse. Irregular forces and civilians joined in the activities and 
seized the properties and possessions of minorities that were driven out. Since nation build-
ing was the goal, civilians who were not of the same nation had to be removed and violence 
was the best method to accomplish this end. War of any kind unleashes all sorts of passions 
and some people are attracted by the appeal of total domination that war makes possible. But 
when those passions are played out in a framework of national conflicts, soldiers and civil-
ians may be given license to enact even greater brutalities.

Great Power rivalries often stimulated local violence. In the Borderlands the four em-
pires vied for territorial expansion and greater influence. But that was not all. The system 
of alliances drew in the other European powers, France and Britain most notably, but also 
Italy after 1871. The fabled “Eastern Question”—the Great Power concentration on the fate 
of the Ottoman Empire—reverberated from the Eastern Mediterranean to deep into East-
ern Europe.9 Russian–Ottoman wars were often the fulcrum whose reverberations extended 
outward to set off local episodes of violence within the larger context of imperial wars. It is 
no accident that waves of ethnic, national, and racial violence continued well after the armi-
stices or peace treaties that ended the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878, the Balkan Wars of 
1912–1913, and both world wars. In all these settings, modern technology and the modern 
public sphere enabled the speeding up and intensification of violence. Armies and mobs 
could travel quickly by rail from one destination to another. Ideas could be disseminated 
in mass-circulation and fast-printed newspapers, orders communicated via telegraph and 
telephone.

Often the violence became so extensive because national or racial claims were increas-
ingly enmeshed with deep-seated political and social conflicts. At acute moments like the 
immediate post-World War I period, it is almost impossible to disentangle the various strains 
of the huge conflagrations that devastated the borderlands. Peasant uprisings, worker strikes, 
white terrors, red terrors, pogroms, genocidal assaults on minorities, national armies, impe-
rial armies—all deeply scarred the entire region from the Baltic to the Black Sea and beyond 
from 1917 to 1923. Time and again, these social and economic conflicts were “nationalized.” 
Armenian and Greek merchants, Polish landowners, Jewish traders—all became targets, es-
pecially if they were more prosperous than their neighbors. When outright violence was 
contained, discrimination became more pronounced as new national states from Republican 
Turkey to interwar Poland sought to develop their own national bourgeoisies. Even without 
the still more virulent violence of the Nazi era, the overall situation looked bleak for minori-
ties as nation states came to dominate the region.10

Political Imaginary
Borders exist in the geopolitical reality of cartography and international treaties, fences and 
watchtowers, customs posts and army patrols. On either side of the line is another country, 
characterized by a different regime, and often a different language, different customs, even 
a different history. Of course, the geopolitical reality of cartography and international trea-
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ties can and often does also make for borders that cut across shared languages, customs, and 
histories, so that, at least for a while, the only difference between one side of the line and the 
other is the line itself and the regimes that sketch it on the map and enforce it on the ground. 
Drawing this line can be an attempt to create a new, separate reality rather than a reflection of 
existing differences, as was the case of divided Germany after World War II. States and their 
rulers, social elites, and bureaucracies often try to fix borders even as they may also wish to 
expand them. Others constantly try to undo them, whether for economic or ideological rea-
sons, in order to reunite families, or to bring together dispersed ethnic groups. Historically, 
what at one point appeared as unchangeable frontiers separating one political entity from 
another often turn out to have been neither permanent nor impregnable. Where the Berlin 
Wall solidly separated the city into two parts two decades ago, now only a few quaint rem-
nants stand; where the Iron Curtain divided Europe into irreconcilable blocks, traffic streams 
in both directions with little attention to the rotting leftovers of elaborate systems erected to 
keep some in and others out.

While borders separate and block, they also often serve as sites of contact and transi-
tion. Moving past the stern officials at the border crossing points is a constant flow of human-
ity and its products. The firm yet transitory nature of such lines drawn on the ground, and 
their predilection to both block and channel through, indicates a certain ambiguity that is all 
the more visible in borderland regions. For it is there that one becomes aware of the possible 
affinity between those residing on either side of the border, on the one hand, and the differ-
ences between the border-dwellers and their respective compatriots living closer to the polit-
ical centers of their separate states, on the other hand. We might suggest that the nature of the 
association between frontier nationalities and the nationality of the metropole indicates the 
fluidity or opaqueness of that state’s borderlands. Where the periphery adheres more strongly 
to the national idea of the center, the border may be less porous at least in that it truly divides 
between two (or more) nationalities; but where the frontier nationality expresses or displays 
a closer affinity with a national group across the border or even with the core national idea 
of another state, then we can speak of these borderlands as regions of transition and overlap 
rather than clearly demarcated separations, despite the line that bisects them.

The transition from one set of customs, languages, traditions, or even physical appear-
ance to another was often not abrupt but gradual, especially in prenational circumstances. 
Hence the notion of borderlands peoples who appeared to display mixed characteristics that 
included features of the two peoples on either side of the borderland region. For that reason 
borderlands peoples or frontier nationalities were often a disturbing, if also an alluring, phe-
nomenon to integral nationalists. Minorities in one state who have national affinities with 
another nation state across the border may be living side-by-side with a national group for 
which the border is indeed a line of national demarcation. Hungarians in Romania provide 
a good example.11 The Hungarian minority has clear affinities with people living across the 
border, yet the Romanian majority perceives that same border as a firm and necessary sepa-
ration both because it indicates the difference between the majority in one state and another, 
and because it defines the minority as just that, as, in a sense, a group that is on the “wrong” 
side of the border. This is very different from the case of minorities that cannot be identified 
with any existing nation state, as were the Jews in Europe before the creation of the State 
of Israel. Especially in a world of nation states, such groups may evolve a general sense of 
themselves as an intrinsic minority, a marginal or guest people, an inherently foreign entity 
wherever they reside, as borderlands people irrespective of their location vis-à-vis the bor-
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der. This is to some extent still the condition of the Roma in Europe today. In other words, 
borderland identities may lead to a greater insistence on adherence to a national, ethnic, or 
religious collective; or, they may make for more ambiguity and uncertainty regarding affili-
ations to a larger whole. But in either case, they are rooted in an awareness of living on the 
margins where one state ends and another begins.12

Here is the paradox of the borderlands’ political imaginary: while reality consists of 
arbitrary separation, the imaginary takes one across the line to peoples, cultures, and land-
scapes cut off by political and military fiat; yet long-term cultural and kinship associations 
across the line constitute a powerful reality that pits itself against the fantasy of political 
leaders striving to tear peoples and families apart for perceived reasons of state and power. 
Borders are drawn to separate those who allegedly cannot or should not be mixed, and in or-
der to create zones of homogeneous nations. Yet borderlands by their very nature often defy 
this goal by remaining regions of ethnically, culturally, and religiously mixed populations.

In some sense, borderlands are imagined most in their absence, only after they have 
disappeared into a simplified system of ethnic and political division. During their lifetimes, 
perhaps precisely because of their geographical marginality, borderlands are often the prime 
sites where contesting national myths, narratives, and identities are created.13 Hence also the 
predilection of borderlands to be both zones of coexistence and multiethnicity, and of vio-
lence and devastation. Such violence is generated from without by the states that claim the 
borderlands for themselves and try to transform them into more clearly identifiable national 
regions. But it is also generated from within by the inhabitants of the borderlands, who are 
either taken in by the new rhetoric of separation and exclusion, or in fact become its main 
carriers and leaders.

Protean Borderlands
Whether a place or a region is or ever was in the borderlands may itself be a contested asser-
tion. For the notion of borderlands can have various uses, ranging from a license for conquest 
and annexation to a preoccupation with nostalgia and marginality. The scope, definition, and 
meaning of borderlands are, therefore, fluid and unstable: just as their typical mix of popula-
tions suggests their hybridity, so too their ever-changing contours reveal their protean nature.

This was the case, to offer just one telling example, of a southeastern territory of Poland 
annexed by the Habsburg Empire in 1772 and given the name Galicia in an attempt to legiti-
mize a bare-knuckled land grab by appealing to the region’s obscure medieval genealogy. By 
the time the province reverted to the resurrected Polish state in the wake of World War I, it 
had evolved a unique sense of identity, not least thanks to its status as the Habsburg Empire’s 
eastern borderland.14 And yet, what became Eastern Little Poland in the interwar period 
also experienced a growing interethnic conflict between Poles and Ukrainians.15 With the 
outbreak of World War II, the former Eastern Galicia was taken over by the Soviet Union and 
joined to Soviet Ukraine. The Soviets perceived this western borderland as more prosperous 
and diverse than their own lands, and they quickly set out to transform it along Soviet lines. 
In fact, they reduced it to even greater economic deprivation, cultural paralysis, and political 
chaos, to say nothing of the widespread police brutality, arrests, and deportations that char-
acterized their rule.16 Two years later it was occupied by the Germans, renamed Ostgalizien 
(Eastern Galicia), and treated as part of the vast, savage, and dangerous eastern frontier that 
had to be occupied, subjugated, racially cleansed, and Germanized.17
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By the time the Soviets and Germans were done with their respective political, so-
cial, and demographic restructuring of the region, accompanied by the actions of Ukrainian 
nationalists, the former Galician province was transformed into a relatively homogeneous 
Ukrainian land whose Polish population had been expelled, Jewish inhabitants murdered, 
and remaining or newly arrived residents professed little knowledge or memory of its previ-
ous multiethnic identity.18 Since Ukrainian independence in 1991 the region constitutes part 
of that state’s western provinces. Although officially it has not been called Galicia since World 
War II, many Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews (as well as some Germans and Austrians) still refer 
to it by this name even today.19

The nature and characteristics of this borderland were molded and transformed over 
several centuries. For the Polish nobility, which lined it with fortified towns and castles in 
the early modern period, this frontier served to fend off invading Ottomans, Tartars, and 
Cossacks. Meanwhile its demographic pattern was established along lines eventually to be 
ethnicized and nationalized, made up of majority Greek Catholic Ruthenian (later Ukrai-
nian) peasants; a powerful Roman Catholic Polish nobility and urban class; and a significant 
population of Jewish city dwellers, artisans, estate managers, leasers of noble properties, and 
merchants.20 Hardly prosperous under Polish rule, following its annexation by the Habsburg 
Empire, the newly named Galicia came to be known as the Empire’s poorest and most back-
ward province.21 Yet the unhappy state of many of its inhabitants did not prevent Galicia 
from becoming, especially in retrospect, a site of fascination and fantasy.

Long after its loss, Galicia featured in much Austrian literature as an essential com-
ponent of the empire’s unique blend of cultures and languages, bureaucratic centralism and 
chaotic periphery.22 Similarly, despite its years of political strife and economic underde-
velopment under Polish rule, and even as Poland’s borders were shifted away from it af-
ter World War II, in the Polish imaginary Galicia remained a crucial part of the lost Kresy,
the borderlands in which much of the nation’s identity and lore was forged as it carried its 
self-proclaimed, centuries-long “civilizing mission” to the “wild east.”23 And, not least, Gali-
cia remained on the borderlands of Jewish identity, a place of mystical rabbis and practical 
merchants, of Hasidim and Maskilim (Enlightenment-influenced Jews), socialists and Zion-
ists, humor and tragedy. Increasingly a site of departure to lands of greater opportunity and 
fewer dangers, Jewish Galicia featured also as a borderland of transition and a launching pad 
for self-transformation. The “Galitzianer” embodied all the qualities of the Ostjude on the 
threshold of modernity, the borderland Jew par excellence, with one foot in the ghetto and 
another in the modern world.24 By definition, this was a transitional figure; he too remains 
only as a literary trope and a cultural icon for those long-vanished Jewish borderlands, where 
these days Polish, Jewish, and occasional Austrian and German tourists can be seen seeking 
their respective imagined roots.25

Local Violence
A deeper understanding of the borderlands paradigm also calls for a focus on the local, on 
those multiethnic towns and cities that dotted the landscapes of Europe’s eastern frontier 
regions. These sites on the map may enter and exit the borderlands without ever changing 
location. They may also maintain a borderland identity long after their actual position has 
fundamentally changed. The borderlands of reality and imagination are part and parcel of 
the mundane fabric of local community life.
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In many towns located in the former Eastern Galicia, for example, we find that as early 
as the seventeenth century relations between the Polish, Jewish, and Ruthenian inhabitants 
had settled into a division of roles that changed very little for the next three centuries, despite 
several political transformations. This ethno-religious balance depended on a premodern 
view of society that was eventually undermined by the idea of nationalism combined with 
slow economic development in the nineteenth century. To be sure, long before the modern 
era this socioeconomic reality could become a source of violence. Yet for much of the time 
widespread communal violence was uncommon, and the rhetoric of exclusion and excision 
was rarely heard.26 But in the latter part of the nineteenth century, Poles, Ukrainians, and 
Jews began organizing themselves separately from and in some ways against each other, a 
phenomenon that emerged all over the borderlands. While violence was still rare, the im-
plicit message of integral nationalism was that eventually the region would have to belong 
to either Poles or Ukrainians, and that Jews would remain either a tolerated minority or not 
at all, since they had no “natural” place in the towns or the land.27 For their part, some Jews 
began to envisage their own national solution, one that would be located in Palestine, far 
from the existing borderlands.

A similar pattern can be identified in the city of Vilnius (Wilno, Vilna), located in the 
northern part of the borderlands. As outlined by Theodore Weeks in his contribution to this 
volume, the city had a particularly wide range of ethnic groups and religions, including Ro-
man Catholic or Eastern Orthodox Poles, Lithuanians, Belorussians, and Russians, as well as 
Jews. Yet while these different groups lived side by side without any major outbreaks of vio-
lence prior to 1914, they often entirely ignored each other’s existence, speaking and writing 
about the city as if it belonged only to their own group. The emergence of electoral politics in 
the early twentieth century only accentuated the tendency of local national groups to identify 
by and large only with their own members. Ironically, but according to a pattern seen else-
where as well, hostility to Jews increased in direct correlation to the growing involvement of 
Jews in the larger society. The advent of nationalism, which in some ways replaced religion 
as a focus of identification, only deepened the rift between ethnic groups and was especially 
detrimental to the Jews of Vilnius, as to those of the borderlands as a whole.

In the Ottoman realm, an empire setting far removed from modern notions of legal 
equality among all the citizens or subjects of the state, Jews and Christians occupied a subor-
dinate legal status. At the same time, their communities exercised a great deal of autonomy. 
Jewish life in particular fared much better in comparison with Europe in the premodern era. 
Despite Muslim prejudices against Christians, Armenians also lived in fairly secure status 
despite their legally subordinate position, and were even known as the “most loyal millet.” 
But over the course of the nineteenth century, conditions deteriorated for Armenians pre-
cisely as some Armenians prospered economically and became more tied to Western Eu-
rope—in short, became more modern—and as the European powers threatened the integrity 
of the Empire and Ottoman sultans hesitantly and intermittently pursued policies that would 
have made all the Empire’s subjects at least formally equal. Such policies aroused the intense 
ire of traditionally minded Muslims. At the local level, Armenians became more subject to 
arbitrary land seizures, oppressive taxation, and extensive violence. Armenian activists, be-
ginning in the late nineteenth century, organized their own political parties, while the initial 
multiethnic and multiconfessional character of the Committee of Union and Progress, the 
Young Turk party, proved very short-lived. Under these conditions, the fabric of communal 
coexistence that had characterized so much of Ottoman history became badly frayed.28
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Three main events transformed the implicit logic of nationalist rhetoric into a brutal na-
tional and local reality with lasting and permanent consequences. The first was World War I,
whose sheer violence as well as policies and ideologies left deep scars all over the border-
lands. In the town of Buczacz (Buchach), Eastern Galicia, for instance, more than half of the 
houses were destroyed. Thousands of Jews fled from widespread pogroms by the Russian 
army. The delicate political balance between the ethnic groups was finally shattered through 
subsequent wars between Poles, Ukrainians, and Bolsheviks.29 Poland’s interwar rule became 
increasingly xenophobic and antisemitic. Growing impoverishment, police suppression of 
nationalists and communists, the organization of underground insurgent groups, and the 
exclusion of suspected minorities from higher education and political posts all created an 
atmosphere of impending eruption.30 Finally, the Soviet occupation of 1939–1941 undid 
whatever potential had remained for interethnic cooperation, pitting one group against the 
other and favoring formerly underprivileged groups such as Jews and Ukrainians over the 
previously dominant Poles.31 The Nazis, of course, then exercised the most extensive violence 
with a deliberate program of the annihilation of Jews and the brutal and lethal subordination 
of Poles and other Slavs.

Vilnius presents a similar case of this eventually deadly process. Here too, World War I 
was a disaster for all inhabitants of the city. A combination of anti-Jewish Russian policies and 
economic measures by both the Russian and German occupiers had an especially deleterious 
impact on the Jewish community. Polish rule of the city began with a pogrom in April 1919. 
Over the next two decades, Jews came to be identified both by Poles and subsequently also 
by Lithuanians with the communists. As was also the case in many Galician towns, Vilnius 
was both economically depressed and culturally vibrant, and Jews played a prominent part 
in cultural, educational, and political activities. Yet here as elsewhere, government policies 
discriminated against Jewish businesses in favor of ethnic Polish economic growth, while the 
expanding influence of the antisemitic National Democrats, especially among university stu-
dents, restrictions on Jewish kosher food, and widespread popular expressions of anti-Jewish 
sentiments meant that by the late 1930s life in Vilnius had become increasingly difficult for 
its Jewish residents, estimated at about a quarter of the total population of the city. Finally, 
in October 1939 Vilnius was handed over to Lithuania by the Soviet regime, setting off a 
process of Lithuanization directed especially against Polish institutions and civil servants.32

Once the Soviets occupied Lithuania in June 1940, their own policies of arrests and depor-
tations had a similar effect to those implemented in Galicia, destroying the local elites and 
further exacerbating interethnic hostility. Here too, then, the scene was set for an outburst of 
even greater violence once Germany attacked the Soviet Union the following year.

World War I was the decisive event also for the fate of Ottoman Christians. By 1914 the 
Young Turks dominated the regime. The catastrophe of the Balkan Wars had made the Young 
Turks hyper-alert to any possible further dismemberment of the Empire. So when Germany, 
on the very eve of World War I and on an explicit directive from Kaiser Wilhelm II, offered 
an alliance, they accepted.33 Germany promised their party, the Committee of Union and 
Progress, that it would fight the war until the Ottoman Empire had recovered much of the 
territory it had lost in the preceding decades. But the war went badly for the Ottomans. The 
specter of defeat and total war offered the Young Turks the opportunity to radically revamp 
the demography of the Empire, making its core regions more decisively Muslim and Turkic 
and asserting the political domination of Turks in the polity and society against the leading 
positions that Armenians and Greeks had held in the economy. This was the setting in which 



12 Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz

the deportations and killings of Armenians and Assyrians unfolded, beginning in February 
1915 and accelerating through the spring and summer and into 1916 in its most concen-
trated phase. The Pontic and Aegean Greeks were meanwhile subject to on-again, off-again 
deportations to Greece.34 While the violence was initiated by the state, it played out at the 
local level. If some Muslims tried to protect their Christian neighbors, others turned on them 
through the direct exercise of violence or by seizing the lands, homes, and furniture of those 
sent off on deportation columns. Along the way, many Armenians faced further depreda-
tions by Kurdish bands that operated with the full knowledge of the state.

Local violence tends to be particularly gruesome and gratuitous, perhaps precisely 
because it is visited upon neighbors and acquaintances, not foreigners and outsiders. This 
was evidenced in the borderlands and seen most recently is such cases as the Rwandan 
genocide and the war in Bosnia, as well as in many other cases of genocide, mass murder, 
ethnic cleansing, and communal massacres.35 Proximity and familiarity appear to call for 
the kind of ruthless brutality that will transform friends and colleagues into faceless outsid-
ers. Where there has been no social reality of separation, local violence is intended not only 
to evict or to kill members of other ethnic and religious groups but also to erase a past whose 
memory would deny the legitimacy of the perpetrators. Thus this is violence generated by 
historical myths even as it strives to realize them in the present by eradicating the traces of 
its victims.

In all of these cases, external violence was further incited and abetted by internal 
strife, greed, and pent-up aggression.36 On the local level, such terms as “perpetrators” and 
“victims” often become blurred, while the supposedly common phenomenon of the “by-
stander” loses almost all meaning and relevance. Finally, especially in the borderlands, in 
order to understand the full implications of state-organized genocide we need to study local 
massacres and their long-term ramifications. This, in turn, leads us to make greater use of 
evidence provided by local protagonists, in the form of diaries, letters, eyewitness accounts, 
testimonies, interviews, and memoirs. Only in this manner, the combination of standard 
state documentation with locally-generated sources, can historians reconstruct local events 
in all their complexity and thereby gain more insight into the socio-psychological make up 
of interethnic violence, its motivations, rationalizations, dynamics of perpetration, and sub-
sequent narratives.37

Contested Memories
When the sociopolitical reality of borderlands ceases to exist, their memory still lingers in 
the mind, in photographs and writing, but also in the shape of tangible remnants on the 
ground—empty shells, collapsing ruins, converted buildings—echoes of civilizations whose 
living representatives are gone forever. Memory is not merely fading, it is also contested, not 
least through the erection of memorials, which try to recall and eternalize one narrative of 
the past while forgetting and erasing another. In numerous towns throughout the border-
lands, the memory of the slaughtered and expelled has been wiped clean; the mass graves 
are unmarked; little, if any, information is provided about the fullness of prewar life and its 
wartime destruction. The few remaining edifices that still assert a forgotten past are rapidly 
collapsing or being demolished.

The memory and commemoration business is thriving in the Borderlands, but often 
the industry is focused on self-glorification, ritualized mourning for the victims of Soviet-
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Communist rule, and the creation of a history cleansed both of the murdered or expelled 
minority populations and of the local collaborators who facilitated the crime. This is es-
pecially blatant in such regions of the borderlands as the former Galicia, where Ukrainian 
liberation fighters are lauded for their struggle against the Soviets, while their participation 
in war crimes against Jews and Poles is unremembered. And, what is perhaps the saddest of 
all, the memory of the few heroic rescuers of the victims is invoked only as a rhetorical tool 
to fend off accusations of collaboration in genocide.38 But obviously the complex history of 
a multiethnic past that was violently “unmixed” not merely by external forces but also by lo-
cal protagonists has had repercussions throughout the borderlands. Outright denial by the 
direct perpetrators is rare, although the official policy of the Turkish government on denying 
the genocide of the Armenians is a major exception. But a twisting of narratives, obfuscation, 
insistence on one’s own victimization, and attempts to blame one’s victims for their own fate 
are much more common.39

Thus, for instance, L'viv recently saw the opening of the National Memorial Museum 
“Lonsky Street Prison,” dedicated to Ukrainian victims of the Soviets, which fails to make 
any mention of the thousands of Jews who were murdered in the city by the Germans and 
numerous local collaborators in alleged reprisal to the murder of Ukrainian nationalists by 
the Soviets; Vilnius has a “Museum of Genocide Victims,” which makes no mention of Lithu-
anian units that participated in mass killings of Jews throughout Eastern Europe or, indeed, 
anything about the Holocaust at all; Budapest features the very successful “House of Terror” 
museum, which devotes a minute portion of its exhibit to Hungarian collaboration in the 
murder and deportation of Jews and the rest of its ample space to the following decades of 
Soviet rule and oppression. In contemporary Germany debates rage about the memorializa-
tion of the approximately 13 million ethnic Germans deported from Central and Eastern 
Europe right after World War II. Meanwhile, the Republic of Turkey expends great efforts to 
deny the Armenian genocide.40

There are, of course, various gradations of this politics of memory, ranging from Be-
larus, with its almost total absence of Jewish and Holocaust memory, to Poland, where the 
vast “Museum of the History of Polish Jews” is about to be completed on the site of the Jewish 
Warsaw Ghetto. Memoirs and autobiographies often tell a different story, a search for a lost 
world of interactions across ethnic and national lines, even within families. Fethiye Çetin’s 
memoir, My Grandmother, caused a sensation when it was published in Istanbul in 2004. 
Her grandmother had been one of the many Armenian children who were taken, sometimes 
forcibly, into Muslim households and raised as Turks. But in her old age, she would some-
times slip into Armenian when conversing with Kurdish neighbors.41 Sometimes, family re-
alities defy the logic and claims of nationalists.

Indeed, even in Ukraine this is not only a tale of destruction and erasure. In L'viv at-
tempts are being made to remind the current inhabitants of their city’s rich, diverse, and mul-
tiethnic past.42 Moreover, nowadays there is in fact a certain cachet in the very borderland 
status of these regions, seen perhaps as linking parts of the world that had been separated 
from each other by totalitarian regimes, integral nationalists, exclusive memories, and nar-
ratives of violence and excision. Now borderlands can be presented in a positive light as ve-
hicles of globalization and pluralism. But of course they have become merely borderlands of 
memory and imagination.43 We must shift our gaze to other parts of the world to find living 
multiethnic borderlands, and in those sites, the reigning sentiment is not nostalgia, but often 
fear of communal strife and violence.
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The Chapters
The individual contributions to this volume reflect the range of approaches discussed above. 
They focus on states, national and imperial; violence, local and global; coexistence; rituals; 
and cultural imaginings. They span the entire region of the borderlands, from the Baltic to 
the Black Sea, from the Urals to the Rhine.

The first section, “Imagining the Borderlands,” opens with Larry Wolff ’s rumination 
on travel between west and east and the invention of Central Europe as a multiethnic tran-
sitional borderland linking the German and Slavic worlds. The term Central Europe—not 
coined until 1915 but already epitomized by the Habsburg Empire—reemerged with the 
Soviet Union’s demise. Wolff sees Central Europe as both an unstable geographical entity 
and a literary and political fantasy, which for Czech writer Milan Kundera was embodied in 
the longing “to be a condensed version of Europe itself in all its cultural variety.” Yet in the 
twentieth century massive ethnic cleansing and genocide deprived this in-between region of 
precisely that quality of having “the greatest variety within the smallest space.” This eruption 
of violence, argues Gregor Thum in his chapter, can be traced back to the formation and 
representation of the eastern borderlands in nineteenth-century Germany and the meaning 
these lands acquired within German national culture. It was, he contends, the creation of 
myths about these borderlands that prepared the ground for Germany’s ethnic war against 
its eastern Slavic neighbors.

Dan Diner takes us to the Jewish experience of transition from a premodern multi-
ethnic Europe to the modern world of nation states that emerged in the Eastern borderlands 
after World War I. He argues that integrating the transnational, diasporic Jewish experience 
into the mainstream of European history can productively undermine the conventional na-
tion state paradigm that guides much of continental historiography. For Diner, the Jews as 
a people were not agents of modernity, as is often argued, but rather remained as residues 
of the premodern nationes well into the modern era. These Jewish hybrid cultures were left 
behind as fragments of former corporate estates and remnants of the shattered multiethnic 
empires—only to be eventually swept away in the Holocaust. Theodore Weeks then turns to 
the specific relationship between Jews and others in the city of Vilnius, and demonstrates 
how different national groups employed selective examples and strategic rhetoric to claim 
the city as belonging primarily to their own ethnic-cultural group. The growing tendency 
toward cultural uniformity in the first half of the twentieth century resulted in a process of 
repressing, exiling, or murdering neighbors of other ethnicities. The predilection of political 
ideologies and groupings to “play the ethnic card” reduced toleration and exacerbated con-
flict—ultimately taken by the Nazis to its most murderous conclusion.

Gary Cohen provides a different kind of analysis in the chapter that leads off the sec-
tion “Imperial Borderlands.” Cohen shows that the Habsburg Empire, far from being another 
“sick man” of Europe wrenched apart by conflict among the nationalities, in fact commanded 
a great deal of loyalty from its subjects and citizens. The chapter demonstrates how various 
parties and movements used the laws and institutions of the Empire effectively for their own 
interests. Until the devastating end of World War I, even nationalists sought primarily re-
form, not dissolution. From the local vantage point, Pieter Judson argues similarly: so many 
of the subjects of Emperor Franz Joseph were, quite simply, not nationalists. In fact, they 
moved easily among different languages, to the frustration of nationalist activists and census 
takers. Nationalists engaged in an ideological and political struggle in which they depicted 
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these internal borderlands as wild, untamed areas with populations desperately in need of 
the civilizing influence of nationalism. The very intensity of the struggle, Judson shows, un-
dermines the claims of nationalists that they represented some kind of natural force and the 
inevitable logic of history.

Nationalism was modern, and so was the railroad. Frithjof Benjamin Schenk shows 
how railroads became a kind of mobile borderland, one in which the various ethnicities of 
the Russian Empire encountered one another, often for the first time. The shock of the new, 
however, did not necessarily breed tolerance. Quite the contrary: it often led to the assertion 
of ugly stereotypes, and railroads became the means by which pogroms spread rapidly.

The last two chapters in this section address the borderlands of the Ottoman Empire. 
Eric Weitz shows how international and domestic concerns became inextricably entwined as 
Germany sought to exercise predominant influence in the Ottoman Empire. Imperial com-
petition and national conflicts within the Empire developed in tandem, leading Germany, 
ultimately, to become complicit in the genocide of Armenians and Assyrians. Elke Hartmann 
shifts the focus to Eastern Anatolia and demonstrates how, paradoxically, the Ottoman Em-
pire’s efforts to assert greater central control actually led to the fragmentation of power and 
intensified ethnic violence. As part of its overall reform efforts, the Empire sought to secure 
more firmly its eastern borders and eliminate the powers of semi-independent tribes. But 
it ended up arming some Kurdish groups, who then taxed and seized Armenian land and 
perpetrated violence against Armenian villagers.

The chapters in part 3, “Nationalizing the Borderlands,” also range across Central and 
Eastern Europe and Anatolia. Patrice Dabrowksi investigates one of the quintessential bor-
derlands, the Carpathian Mountains. In particular, she demonstrates how nationalist Poles 
from the lowlands entered the mountain regions and expended great efforts to nationalize 
the Tatra highlanders, and how Ukrainian nationalists sought to do the same with the Hutsul 
mountain people. The Carpathians became a site of conflict among competing nationalisms, 
even as the actual borders kept shifting among the various empires and successor states in 
the region. Robert Nemes also uses a local case—the Bihar/Bihor County on the Hungar-
ian–Romanian borderland—to demonstrate how nationalisms were made around the turn 
of the twentieth century. Nemes shows that nationalists sought to draw a fixed border across 
what had long been an area of cross-cultural interaction. Ultimately, the Great Powers drew 
the line at the end of World War I, making a very real border.

Yaroslav Hrytsak focuses on the Ukrainian writer Ivan Franko. Hrytsak situates 
Franko in the great ethnic diversity and emerging modernization of Habsburg Galicia in 
the late nineteenth century. Galicia had a very substantial Jewish population, and Franko’s 
writings conveyed the Judeophobia common among other groups. Yet Franko was repelled 
by the pogroms he witnessed and also expressed philosemitic sentiments. Hrytsak’s chapter 
captures the complexity of attitudes toward Jews in the borderlands.

Tomas Balkelis turns to another compact yet highly complex region, Lithuania in the 
first months of the Second World War. Crisscrossing national, political, and territorial claims 
among Poles and Lithuanians only worsened under German and Soviet occupation (during 
the period of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact), and a spiraling refugee crisis added 
to the difficulties. Vilnius was the focal point of the territorial dispute, and its fate would 
ultimately be decided by Soviet power, but it was the “umixing” of populations, including 
the genocide of the Jews, that had the most fateful, long-term consequences for the region. 
Taner Akçam explores another form of population displacement—Young Turk plans for the 



16 Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz

ethnic homogenization of Anatolia before and during World War I. Drawing on intensive 
research in the Ottoman archives, Akçam shows the very deliberate character of the poli-
cies of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) toward Greeks and Armenians from 
1913 to 1916. As a guiding principle, the Young Turks secretly decreed that in each Ottoman 
province, non-Muslims (and sometimes that meant non-Turks) should comprise no more 
than five to ten percent of the overall population. Forced deportations and genocide were 
the consequence.

The first three chapters of part 4, “Violence on the Borderlands,” also address the his-
tory of the area of the Ottoman Empire. Complementing Akçam’s contribution, Eyal Ginio 
explores CUP policies toward Bulgarians during and after the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913. 
Ginio shows that although the Ottoman government did not pursue a systematic policy of 
deportations, Ministry of Interior officials exerted great pressure on Bulgarians to leave, ac-
tions that were then legitimated by the bilateral Ottoman–Bulgarian treaty. These actions, 
Ginio argues, were far different from traditional Ottoman policies and marked a new stage in 
population politics. Keith Brown explores the narratives of Greek atrocities against Bulgar-
ians during the Balkan Wars. Brown bases his chapter on letters written by Greek soldiers 
and incorporated into the Carnegie Endowment’s widely circulated report on the war. He 
is less concerned with demonstrating the “truth” of the accounts than with showing how 
these reports became a critical feature in the public and historical debate about the nature 
of the Balkan conflicts, and how Greek and Bulgarian identities were made through these 
narratives. Finally, David Gaunt writes about the little-known Assyrian communities of the 
Ottoman Empire during World War I. Too small in number and too divided to be of critical 
political significance to the Ottoman government, the Assyrians were nonetheless caught up 
in the maelstrom of Ottoman population politics and underwent genocide. After the war, 
their internal divisions and political inexperience prevented the Assyrians from effectively 
articulating their sufferings before the Allied Powers at the Paris Peace Conference.

Peter Holquist also addresses territories of the Ottoman Empire, but this time from 
the perspective of Russian occupation policies in the borderland region of the Caucasus and 
northern Anatolia during World War I. He argues that the conduct of the Russian Army was 
a major contributing factor to the spiral of violence which culminated in the massacre of the 
Armenian population but also found expression in massacres and expulsions of Muslims and 
especially Kurds. Holquist notes the transformation of Russia’s militarized violence, which 
initially operated within certain bounds, into a much more destructive form of revolutionary 
violence, caused in large part by the breakdown of military discipline and order, and spilling 
over into Russia proper in 1917–1921.

The last three chapters in this section take us to the Polish–Ukrainian borderlands. 
Alexander Prusin explores the dynamics and mechanisms of anti-Jewish violence in Eastern 
Galicia during the Russian occupation of 1914–1915 and the German invasion of 1941. He 
argues that dormant interethnic hostility was activated by invading armies whose occupation 
policies were predicated upon the elimination of Jews as not capable of fitting into the new 
state order. Thus state-driven violence was sustained and exacerbated by the active participa-
tion of Polish and Ukrainian “neighbors” who strove to gain access to power and economic 
resources at the expense of the Jews. John-Paul Himka, in his chapter, examines how an im-
portant nationalist Ukrainian newspaper published under the German occupation reported 
on two cases of mass violence by the Soviets in 1941 and 1943. Himka shows that the daily 
Krakivs'ki visti, published in Kraków, ethnicized both perpetrators and victims, ascribing 
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primarily Jewish identity to the former and depicting the latter as almost exclusively Ukrai-
nian. Thus, he argues, this Ukrainian organ used Soviet violence to justify German genocide 
and to advance the nationalist goal of “Ukraine for the Ukrainians.”

Finally, Omer Bartov’s chapter analyzes interethnic relations in the Eastern Galician 
town of Buczacz during World War II as reflected in personal accounts. He argues that testi-
monies contain crucial insights into the dynamic of denunciation and collaboration, as well 
as rescue and resistance, and undermine the conventional categories of perpetrators, victims, 
and bystanders. Bartov notes that such accounts “save” from oblivion events missing from 
official documentation. He further claims that local studies of Europe’s eastern borderlands 
transform our overall picture of the Holocaust by demonstrating that much of it occurred as 
communal massacres and mass shootings and included large-scale local transfers of property.

The last section of the book, “Ritual, Symbolism, and Identity,” opens with Pamela 
Ballinger’s discussion of the Adriatic as a “watery borderland.” This sea has separated such 
powers as Venice and the Ottomans; it has also provided for distinctions between those who 
lived along its eastern coast (“Italians”) and those who dwelled in the interior (“Slavs”). A 
facilitator of transborder contact, the Adriatic has been and remains also a space of contes-
tation over rights and identities, most recently between coastal Slovenes and Croats. More 
terrestrial contacts are examined by Myroslav Shkandrij, who reconstructs Ukrainian and 
Jewish attempts to establish a cultural and political identity in the early twentieth century by 
combining a modernist style with elements of their national traditions. In the wake of the 
1917 revolution, a Ukrainian “cultural renaissance” was accompanied by a Jewish “cultural 
revival,” embodied in the Kyiv-based Kultur-Lige. Shkandrij argues that the two movements 
were linked both as products of the Ukrainian revolution and in their mutual creation of 
“national modernism” as an important element of post-revolutionary culture.

Paul Robert Magocsi takes us to another instance of peaceful interethnic coexistence, 
this time in Carpathian Rus'. Constituting a religious, ethnolinguistic, and climatic-cultural 
borderland, the region has experienced its share of state-inspired violence. Yet, argues Ma-
gocsi, it has been remarkably free of ethnic, religious, and social violence, largely because 
this poor land witnessed little ethnically defined socioeconomic differentiation and because 
ethnic groups feared the state much more than each other. As Kai Struve’s chapter demon-
strates, things were very different in Eastern Galicia in 1941, when a wave of pogroms by 
local Christians and mass executions by German mobile killing units combined to wreak 
havoc on the Jewish population. This violence, argues Struve, acted as a ritual of blaming the 
Jews for the crimes of the Soviets. And while the Nazis encouraged local pogroms, Ukrainian 
anti-Jewish riots in summer 1941 were directly motivated by resentment against Jews whose 
social status had improved under Soviet rule, as well as by nationalist rhetoric against Jews 
as obstacles to national renewal.

Closing this section and the book as a whole is Philipp Ther’s chapter on border re-
gions. Particularly in Central Europe, such “lands in-between”—shaped by distinct mixtures 
of cultures and languages—became sites of struggles between national movements and na-
tion states, which both wanted ownership over these areas and perceived regional move-
ments as a threat to their administrative and ideological domination. Ambiguous or hybrid 
identities were anathema to nation states that demanded distinct and unequivocal belonging. 
Yet, as the example of Upper Silesia demonstrates, while the region has changed dramatically 
in the last century, regional loyalties have persisted and national identities remain unstable, 
as is arguably the cases with many other European regions. Under the impact of the enlarged 
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European Union, the question is, will the “Europe of nations” of the past two centuries de-
velop into a “Europe of regions”?

However things may turn out, what we have learned from this book is that, as Ther 
notes, the study of borderlands helps historians overcome the dominant national paradigm, 
introduces contingency into the process of nation building and nation state formation, and 
demonstrates that territorial and group identifications, be they national, regional or local, 
are always fluid and transitory. But however contingent, the violent events of the twentieth 
century transformed the borderlands in ways that would have been unimaginable to a trav-
eler in the early or mid-nineteenth century. Every village, town, and city, every society, is far 
more homogeneous than it was at any previous time in its history. The wars, genocides, and 
intercommunal violence that so marked the first half of the twentieth century have left their 
traces. And they have left us to ponder their origins and contemplate their meanings, for 
history and for the present.
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The Traveler’s View 
of Central Europe
GR ADUAL TR ANSITIONS AND DEGREES OF 
DIFFERENCE IN EUROPEAN BORDERLANDS

Larry Wolff

Introduction: “Traveling in the Central of Europe to Get Educated”
In 1925 the American writer Anita Loos published a celebrated comic novel under a title that 
was to become one of the most famous mottoes of American popular culture: Gentlemen 
Prefer Blondes. The novel followed the fictional European travels of the irresistibly preferable 
blonde heroine, Lorelei Lee, a spectacularly uneducated and uncultivated young American 
woman from Arkansas. Lorelei Lee appeared as the comic caricature of the American gold-
digger as she sought to exercise her blonde American charms upon men with money in the 
great metropolises of Europe. She dismissed England with the chapter title “London is Re-
ally Nothing,” and celebrated France illiterately with the title “Paris is Devine,” but when she 
turned eastward toward Germany, the native land of the mythological Lorelei, the American 
heroine summed up her experiences under the chapter title, “The Central of Europe.” With 
this goofy malapropism, Anita Loos seemed to suggest that her heroine was quite unable to 
understand the meaning of “Central Europe,” an epithet that was already broadly current 
in the 1920s. The German politician Friedrich Naumann had published his landmark book 
Mitteleuropa in Berlin in 1915, and it was translated into English as Central Europe and pub-
lished in London in 1916 and New York in 1917.

The idea of Central Europe was pervasive in the 1920s and 1930s, as prominent as it 
would ever be until, perhaps, its rediscovery in the 1980s and 1990s. Yet, then as now, “Cen-
tral Europe” could be a frustratingly vague and elusive notion, and this was perhaps part of 
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what Loos meant to suggest when she permitted her completely unintellectual heroine to 
become cheerfully confused about its meaning. Indeed there was room, then as now, for le-
gitimate uncertainty about whether Central Europe represented a concretely specifiable geo-
graphical region, or whether it was actually more of a slippery cultural concept. Accordingly, 
Lorelei Lee, traveling around Europe, jumped to the preposterous conclusion that Central 
Europe was some sort of telephone exchange, or perhaps a train station, the Grand Central of 
Europe. While Anita Loos was certainly ridiculing her heroine, the author was perhaps also 
satirizing the puzzlingly problematic concept of Central Europe.

“So now we have a telegram,” remarks Lorelei Lee, “and Mr. Eisman says in the telegram 
for Dorothy and I to take an oriental express because we really ought to see the central of Europe 
because we American girls have quite a lot to learn in the central of Europe.” Central Europe, 
after all, must be “central,” poised between east and west, and so the traveler can only arrive in 
Central Europe by following either an easterly or westerly vector, like an “oriental express,” that 
is, the Orient Express. What could American girls “learn” in the Central of Europe, especially 
American girls who had already mastered the universally valid lessons of sex and money?

And I really think it is quite unusual for two American girls like I and Dorothy to take an 
oriental express all alone, because it seems that in the Central of Europe they talk some other 
kinds of landguages [sic] which we do not understand besides French. But I always think 
that there is nearly always some gentleman who will protect two American girls like I and 
Dorothy who are all alone and who are traveling in the Central of Europe to get educated.1

In her ungrammatical and illiterate musings Lorelei Lee unerringly identified a characteristic 
experience of the western traveler making an oriental voyage into Central Europe: hearing “some 
other kinds of landguages which we do not understand besides French.” Linguistic commingling 
and complication has always been fundamental to the traveler’s experience of Central Europe. 
Lorelei Lee surely had no intention of actually learning any of the languages of Central Europe, 
or even French, but the discovery of the diversity and heterogeneity of languages was in itself an 
educational experience. If it provoked any anxiety, or even foreboding of danger, the certainty of 
finding some gentleman to provide protection, or perhaps translation, was sufficient reassurance.

The experience of travel may permit the observation of difference among the regions 
of Europe, but at the same time, more subtly, the traveler may actually produce that differ-
ence as a consequence of subjective impressions on the road or in the train. In the eighteenth 
century, the subjective experience of travelers helped to produce the most important mod-
ern orientation and division of Europe, that is, the conviction that Europe was fundamen-
tally divided between east and west, Eastern Europe and Western Europe.2 In the 1780s the 
Count Louis-Philippe de Ségur traveled from Paris to St. Petersburg, to take up his position 
as French minister to the court of Catherine the Great. On the way, as he traveled from Ber-
lin to Warsaw, he crossed from Prussia into Poland, and he experienced that crossing as the 
boundary between realms of tremendous difference.

When one enters Poland, one believes one has left Europe entirely, and the gaze is struck by 
a new spectacle: an immense country almost totally covered with fir trees always green, but 
always sad, interrupted at long intervals by some cultivated plains, like islands scattered on 
the ocean; a poor population, enslaved; dirty villages; cottages little different from savage 
huts; everything makes one think one has been moved back ten centuries, and that one finds 
oneself amid hordes of Huns, Scythians, Veneti, Slavs, and Sarmatians.3
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This powerful subjective sense of difference between Poland and the lands further west 
marked the boundary between the modern domains of Eastern Europe and Western Europe. 
The traveler believed that he was leaving Europe entirely, despite remaining unequivocally 
in Europe according to every atlas. The notion of traveling backward in time through ten 
centuries was even more extravagantly subjective.

The conception of Europe as divided so abruptly between Western Europe and East-
ern Europe almost ruled out the possibility of Central Europe, since there seemed to be no 
geographical space in between the sharply separated spheres of east and west. In fact, the 
idea of Central Europe was never discussed in the eighteenth century; it began to emerge in 
nineteenth-century discussions concerning the integration of the multinational and multilin-
guistic Habsburg Empire. Yet, the travel accounts of the eighteenth century offer intimations 
of the idea of Central Europe, discernible in a kind of traveler’s experience that stood in clear 
contrast to Ségur’s sense of radical continental demarcation. If the idea of Eastern Europe 
depended upon the subjective experience of abrupt discontinuity, the idea of Central Europe 
emerged from a different subjective experience of gradual transition, moving from west to east 
or from east to west. The idea of Central Europe, to the extent that it was implicitly present 
in eighteenth-century travel accounts, was dependent upon the distinction between east and 
west, and especially the philosophical emphasis on the supposed “civilization” of Western Eu-
rope in contrast to the alleged backwardness of Eastern Europe. However, instead of affirming 
an absolute contrast and dichotomy between west and east, the idea of Central Europe sug-
gested gradual transition in a domain of variation and heterogeneity. In this regard, the idea 
of Central Europe was also important for representing the character of European borderlands.

The eighteenth-century diary of the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte, who traveled 
as a young man in 1791 from Saxony through Silesia into Poland, offers an instance of such 
a gradualist experience of travel from west to east; it was very different from Ségur’s sense 
of a sudden continental divide, but conditioned by the same philosophical principles of the 
Enlightenment. The roughly contemporary travels of the Polish writer Julian Niemcewicz 
indicate how such a voyage into Central Europe might have seemed from the other direc-
tion, from east to west. Finally, several twentieth-century travel narratives, including those 
of Alfred Döblin, Rebecca West, Czesław Miłosz, and Patrick Leigh Fermor, suggest how the 
subjective experience of travel was relevant to the idea of Central Europe after its explicit 
formulation.

Above all, it must be emphasized that the traveler’s experience of Central Europe was 
not so much determined by the particular terrain of travel, but rather by the mode of per-
ceiving and reporting. Indeed, it was not only the terrain that produced the idea of Central 
Europe in the traveler, but also the traveler who imposed the idea of Central Europe on the 
terrain. This perspective may offer some insight into the political plasticity of the idea of 
Central Europe in the twentieth century, successively invoked to serve a variety of political 
purposes, from Naumann’s concern with German economic regional power during World 
War I, to Milan Kundera’s affirmation of anticommunist regional solidarity in the 1980s.

Fichte: “The Virtues of the Saxon and the Pole”
Fichte, traveling in 1791, was not yet 30. Far from being the famous philosopher he would 
one day become, he was actually traveling to Warsaw to take up a rather humble position 
working as a private tutor for a noble Polish family. He set out from his native Saxony, from 
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Dresden, traveled through Silesia in Prussia, and then into Poland. Especially in his passage 
through Silesia he was extremely sensitive to transitions between the German world and the 
domain of Eastern Europe, and since he actually walked for much of the journey he was able 
to make observations of the most gradual nature. “I went a large part of the way on foot,” he 
noted, and it took him a full month, from 8 May until 7 June, to travel from Dresden to War-
saw.4 This left him all the more capable of observing and registering in his diary from day to 
day the subtle and gradual transitions, continuities, and differences along the itinerary from 
west to east. Fichte would not have characterized the territory as Central Europe, for no such 
notion explicitly existed yet in the eighteenth century. However, the province of Silesia would 
belong to almost anyone’s modern conception of Central Europe, and Fichte’s sensibilities 
and observations were notably modern in their recognition of some of the categories and 
considerations that would eventually lead to the construction of Central Europe.

A native subject of the elector of Saxony, Fichte would have been well aware of the 
political relation between Saxony and Poland, inasmuch as they had been ruled jointly by the 
Wettin dynasty through the first six decades of the eighteenth century; Augustus II and Au-
gustus III, kings of Poland, were also electors of Saxony. The latter Augustus died in 1763, the 
year after Fichte’s birth in 1762. The Wettins, however, were declared the hereditary dynasty 
of Poland according to the constitution of 3 May 1791, adopted in Warsaw only days before 
Fichte set out from Dresden. In the context of these political connections between Saxony 
and Poland, Fichte was sensitive to distinctions of civilization and backwardness according 
to the eighteenth-century philosophical sorting of west and east. At the same time, the future 
philosopher of German nationalism was already in 1791 attentive to ethnographic differ-
ences as he traveled from Germany to Poland.

The entrance into Silesia was also the political boundary between Saxony and Prussia, 
and up until that point Fichte observed the landscape with distinctly western resemblances 
in mind. He noted, for instance, in the mountains along the Saxon–Bohemian border “an 
exceptionally pretty village, that lies in bushes, boulders, and waters, whose mountains are 
like Switzerland (ganz Schweitzerisch).” Yet everything began to seem a little less Swiss when 
Fichte crossed the Saxon border into Prussian Silesia, arriving in the town of Naumburg on 
17 May. There he admired a monastery tower, “altogether Catholic,” and an urban landscape 
notable for “the baroque aspect (der baroke Anblick).”5 Prussian Silesia had been Habsburg 
Silesia up until Frederick the Great seized the province from Maria Theresa in the 1740s. 
Fichte’s usage of the term “baroque” must be understood as a negative comment implying 
irregularity and roughness. Yet, any modern attempt to recognize Central Europe in terms of 
architectural impressions would inevitably consider the presence of baroque architecture as 
one of the stylistic hallmarks of the region, the style that was sponsored by the Habsburgs in 
the age of the Counter-Reformation. In fact, as the historian R. J. W. Evans has noted, under 
Habsburg rule baroque style influenced the joint artistic development of both Catholic and 
Protestant culture in Silesia, while the art historian Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann has further 
emphasized the importance of baroque style for the art and culture of Central Europe.6

Though Fichte initially commented on “the good Silesian honesty” (die gute Schlesische 
Ehrlichkeit), he noted increasingly mixed impressions of Silesia as he traveled further, passing 
material judgment on the Silesian economy and moral judgment on the Silesian character.

Through woods for the most part, and worse villages than the Saxon ones, villages that al-
ready appear very Polish [schon sehr polnisch aussehen], to Bunzlau. . . . A pretty female, in the 
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becoming Silesian costume. . . . The town itself is built quite regularly. The houses maybe less 
solid than in the beautiful Saxon towns, but a more beautiful appearance. . . . The daughter 
of the innkeeper—very pretty, good-hearted, though not notably polite, less delicatesse, the 
whole Silesian character, as I see it. But she was embarrassed, because there were sour pickles 
that they didn’t want to give me. The lack of foodstuffs, business, trade, and so on. The Jews—
especially one whom I took for a good man. The dispositions of the housemaid against the 
Jews, against me. . . . Everything not as it would have been in Saxony. [Alles nicht, wie es in 
Sachsen gewesen sein würde.] The bill cheap. Here Silesian accounting begins.7

The passage from Saxony through Silesia into Poland constituted the intermediary or central 
leg of a journey from west to east, and the centrality of Silesia was defined by Polishness and 
Saxonism as eastern and western points of reference. Villages began to appear “very Polish” 
in Silesia, on the way to becoming completely Polish in Poland itself, though Fichte never 
defined what it meant for a village to be “very Polish.” Presumably this was related to the scale 
of greater and lesser solidity that he applied to the comparison of Saxon and Silesian towns.

The Silesian character, as Fichte saw it, was a matter of good-heartedness and the rela-
tive absence of politeness; he thus measured civilization according to the refinement of man-
ners, matching the historical model that has been proposed by Norbert Elias in The History 
of Manners. At the same time, the lack of politeness corresponded to the lack of foodstuffs 
and business, so that economic indicators were correlated with the evidence of civility. The 
same criteria of backwardness and civilization that defined the difference between Eastern 
Europe and Western Europe in the age of Enlightenment became the polar coordinates of a 
perceptibly gradual transition in Central Europe.

Fichte’s cryptic notation of the Jewish presence in Silesia (“the Jews—especially one 
whom I took for a good man”) was fully consistent with modern attempts to define Central 
Europe in terms of its Jewish cultural elements. “In their destiny,” wrote Kundera about the 
Jews, “the fate of Central Europe seems to be concentrated, reflected, and to have found its 
symbolic image.”8 Fichte’s account of Silesia alluded to antisemitism as well as to Jews: “the 
dispositions of the housemaid against the Jews.” Fichte himself seemed to have some strong 
feeling about the one Jew whom he “took for a good man”—but the comment almost seems 
to imply that he had found a reason to change his mind about this particular Jew.

19 May was Fichte’s 29th birthday, and the next day, passing through the town of Neu-
markt, he was celebrating with Silesian beer and schnapps.

A Silesian roundhead of an innkeeper says to me, that I should move my mouth over his 
beer: oh it tastes good, it is so sweet and sour at the same time. Another says to me when 
I ask for good schnapps, he wants to give me a glass, like none other I’ve ever drunk in my 
life, and that sort of thing. The whole character free, without being coarse [frei, ohne grob],
confiding, joking, without insult. In the village the inns are as good as the Saxon ones . . . but 
the real Silesian character is here. One might think here of a Polish German [an einen Pol-
nisch Deutschen]. God what a difference! [Gott welcher Abstand!] Does the Silesian have the 
virtues of the Saxon and the Pole, between whom he lies [zwischen denen er liegt], without 
their faults?9

There could hardly have been any clearer expression of the idea of Central Europe negotiat-
ing the cultural difference (“God what a difference!”) between east and west. The Silesian was 
a sort of ethnographic hybrid, a paradoxical “Polish German”—which, for the moment, after 
beer and schnapps, appeared to Fichte as a desirable amalgam.
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Though he did not explicitly explain what were the divergent poles of Polish and Ger-
man character that combined in the Silesian, the formula “free, without being coarse” (frei, 
ohne grob) seemed to suggested that the Polish character was too coarse and the German 
character insufficiently free. The issue of coarseness was entirely consistent with the values 
of civilization that made manners, politeness, and refinement into crucial points of reference 
for evaluating the difference between east and west. Proceeding on foot, Fichte continued to 
measure by his observations the distance he had come from Saxony and the proximity of Po-
land as he approached the border. The centrality of Silesia was emphasized as a geographical 
as well as an ethnographic fact; the Silesian was the central term between the Saxon and the 
Pole, “between whom he lies.”

One week later, on 26 May Fichte observed changes in both the topographical land-
scape and the linguistic environment:

Beyond Breslau the region changes. Small mountains surround the horizon, behind which 
bigger ones tower like an amphitheater. The ground becomes limier and firmer, but is just 
as little built up. The people more Slavic, their language rougher [das Volk sclavischer, seine 
Sprache rauher]: Bausch instead of Busch, Hauf instead of Hof, and the like.10

Taking the city of Breslau (today Wrocław) as the geographical hinge of the province, Fichte 
represented Silesia as a region of multiple transitions. He described in detail the changing 
landscape and gave specific examples of the varying pronunciation of German words, which 
became “rougher” as he walked eastward. This “roughness” of speech was clearly aligned with 
the “coarseness” of manners that he also perceived as the Polish end of the Silesian spectrum.

Fichte, however, left unspecified and undetailed the most striking note of his observa-
tions: that the people became “more Slavic” as he proceeded. Though this was associated 
with the increasing roughness of speech, it was not fundamentally a linguistic observation 
since the “rough” pronunciations cited were of German words, not Slavic words—that is, not 
Polish. Rather, Fichte’s observation—das Volk sclavischer—must be interpreted as an anthro-
pological judgment concerning character and customs, and perhaps also a racial judgment 
concerning the physical appearance of the people. Fichte did not add details of custom or 
appearance to clarify his comment here, but elsewhere in the diary he showed himself in-
terested in trying to discern the Silesian character through the regional customs. In fact, 
1791, the year of Fichte’s journey, was also the year that Johann Gottfried Herder published 
the fourth volume of his Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, introducing the 
anthropological category of “Slavic Peoples” (Slavische Völker). This effort to generalize an-
thropologically and ethnographically over all of Eastern Europe was something new in the 
intellectual history of the Enlightenment.11 Fichte, making his observations on only the lim-
ited terrain of Silesia, was evidently attuned to Herder’s anthropological sensibility. However, 
while Herder’s category of “Slavic Peoples” was fundamental for defining “Eastern Europe” 
in terms of Slavic ethnography, Fichte’s travel experience could be considered more relevant 
for defining “Central Europe,” inasmuch as he made “Slavic” into a comparative adjective: 
sclavischer, more Slavic. For Fichte, in Silesia, “Slavic” was not a designation of absolute dif-
ference, but a matter of degree, of more or less, as he described the gradual transitions that 
he experienced on the way from west to east in Central Europe.

The next day, on 27 May Fichte registered further transitions: “There lie true Polish 
villages [ächtpolnische Dörfer] that even have Polish names. . . . Here the country people are 
for the most part Catholic.”12 It was characteristic of Fichte’s sensibility that Polishness ap-
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peared as a true and essential character which could also influence the phenomena of Silesia 
in varying degrees and amalgams. A “Polish German” might seem to be an odd amalgam, the 
quality of Polishness qualifying the German subject. Beyond this possibility of hybridization, 
however, it was also possible to identify phenomena that were not just Polish (polnisch) but 
true Polish (echtpolnisch). As with Slavic character, “Polish” could be a matter of degree in 
Central Europe.

One day later, on 28 May, Fichte was already crossing the state border, leaving Prus-
sian Silesia to enter the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Yet, he clearly felt that he had 
left “Germany” behind him long before, and that all of the Silesian stretch of travel was a 
transitional approach to Poland.

Through a region pretty at first, in villages that already have real Polish names [lauter polnische 
Namen]. . . . The German here is no longer to be understood [gar nicht mehr zu verstehen].
The region is desolate, sad, and joyless [wüste, traurig, freudenleer]. At noon I crossed over 
the border. The first village is Ponnichowo, German, but a shudder came over me, especially 
at the sight of the big dogs, running freely around. . . . The costume of the peasants has already 
here in the first village something wild, and abandoned [etwas wildes, und vernachlässigtes].13

The border did not represent a definitive or abrupt boundary for Fichte’s observations. Even 
before entering Poland the villages had “real Polish names,” and even after entering Poland 
the first village could still be described as German.

Compared to Ségur, who felt that upon entering Poland he was leaving Europe entirely 
and stepping backward ten centuries in time, Fichte’s travel experience was very different; his 
orientation of west versus east was qualified by the transitional approach to Poland through 
the “central” region of Silesia. Ségur subjectively found the Polish landscape to be “always 
sad,” projecting his own inner mood onto the country around him, while Fichte found the 
border region “desolate, sad, and joyless”—before he actually crossed the border. Indeed, 
Fichte seemed much more self-conscious than Ségur about his own susceptibility to project-
ing personal emotions onto the landscape. He seemed to recognize that there was something 
subjectively emotional at work in the shudder that came over him when he saw the dogs on 
the Polish side of the border, even though the village was German. Indeed the seeming wild-
ness of the dogs was somehow projected onto the costumes of the peasants—“something 
wild and abandoned.” Clearly, Fichte knew that crossing the border into Poland was not 
actually any sort of sudden descent into anthropological savagery, and he knew it all the 
more surely for the fact that he himself had been recording a journey through increasingly 
perceptible coarseness and roughness over the previous ten days in Silesia.

Though Fichte traveled long before the idea of Central Europe was formulated, and 
just as the conceptions of Western Europe and Eastern Europe were emerging in the age of 
Enlightenment, his sensibility as a traveler sensitive to gradual transitions makes it possible 
to consider him as an early observer of Central Europe. Indeed, the modern ingredients of 
Central Europe—the ethnography of Germans, Slavs, and Jews, the material culture of beer, 
schnapps, and baroque architecture—were notably present in Fichte’s diary. Above all, his 
travel account conveyed the ethnographic and linguistic heterogeneity of Silesia, which would 
eventually be recognized as the hallmark of Central Europe. Fichte found a commingling of 
qualities in a gradual and transitional travel experience, reflected in everything that he ob-
served, from manners to mountains. Indeed his final shudder, on crossing the Polish border, 
was the culmination of a persistent anxiety throughout his trip, as he confronted uncertainty, 
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ambiguity, and miscellany. By 1807 and 1808 Fichte would offer his “Addresses to the Ger-
man Nation” as the philosophical founding of modern German nationalism, without regard 
to the ambiguities of Central Europe. In this regard it may be noted that in modern European 
history Central Europe has often been the crucible for the forming of modern nationalist pas-
sions, precisely in reaction to the heterogeneous ethnographic mélange of the region.

Fichte did not last long in Warsaw, but ended up moving on, further east, to Königs-
berg, where he would study philosophy with Immanuel Kant and embark upon a philo-
sophical career. His problem as a tutor in Warsaw was that he failed to satisfy his employers, 
because his French was considered inadequate to give instruction. In Central Europe, after 
all, “they talk some other kinds of landguages which we do not understand besides French”—
and a mastery of French would therefore have been an important skill for an itinerant tu-
tor to offer. Fichte himself discovered during his journey through Silesia the tremendous 
variation and complication of language in the intermediary region that would later be called 
Central Europe.

Niemcewicz: “The Sound of Our Language”
The consciousness of linguistic complication was equally evident in the travel writing of 
Fichte’s contemporary, the Polish writer Julian Niemcewicz, who traveled from east to west 
at roughly the same time. For illustrative purposes he may thus serve as Fichte’s counter-
part, pursuing reciprocal voyages in the reverse direction through intermediary regions that 
would later be characterized as Central Europe. Niemcewicz even traveled outside of Eu-
rope to America, and left a full account of New Jersey in the late eighteenth century, so his 
traveler’s perspective was conditioned by worldwide experience. While Fichte recorded his 
impressions immediately in a diary, Niemcewicz remembered his eighteenth-century travels 
in his nineteenth-century memoirs, writing with the full benefit of retrospective experience.

In 1784 Niemcewicz was traveling from Vienna to Venice, and passing through the 
provinces of Styria and Carinthia, at the intersection of Austrian and Slovenian lands, of 
German and Slavic languages, in the borderlands of Central Europe.

We set out on the 16th of March 1784, taking the road for Styria and Carinthia. It was agree-
able for me to hear in these provinces the ordinary people speaking Slavic, fraternally related 
to my own paternal language. Thus it is that in spite of all invasions, conquests, and usurpa-
tions, in you alone, peasant people, is preserved the memory of original generations and the 
native inhabitants of the land.14

Like Fichte, Niemcewicz was sensitive to the languages being spoken around him as he 
traveled, and used his own native language, Polish, as the standard for recognizing and evalu-
ating the languages that he heard on the way. The lands of the Habsburg monarchy were cru-
cial terrain for exercising the sensibility attuned to the multifariousness of Central Europe.

Niemcewicz paused in Trieste, and then moved on to Dalmatia: “Before going to Ven-
ice we resolved to visit the fraternal Illyrian land.” Making his way among various lands, 
languages, and nationalities, he guided himself by a sense of his own fraternal relation to 
other Slavic peoples, well aware that in Central Europe they were intermingled among other 
populations. Fraternity was the key to exploring diversity. In Split, along the Adriatic espla-
nade, he fell asleep: “What a surprise! When I opened my eyes, drowsy with sleep, I saw the 
port by the rising sun, and the walls of the town, and I heard people standing by the shore, 
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conversing in Polish. Unfortunately, where the Slavic language did not spread . . . we lost 
both land and rule.”15 What he actually heard, of course, was not Polish, but the language 
that is today called Croatian. His sense of a unified Slavic linguistic domain was rooted in 
the Herderian moment at which Niemcewicz and Fichte both traveled, and their reciprocal 
perspectives of Central Europe involved the jostling and commingling of Slavic speech with 
German or Italian. For Niemcewicz, whose perspective on Central Europe was complicated 
by nineteenth-century retrospective vision, linguistic heterogeneity already assumed the air 
of national competition.

Fichte reached Warsaw a month after the adoption of the Polish Constitution of 3 
May 1791, a revolutionary political moment in which Poland’s political condition was trans-
formed, and the country declared its independence from Russia. For all Fichte’s traveling 
interest in what was Polish and what was “true Polish,” there was not the slightest reference 
in his diary to the extraordinary Polish political circumstances. Niemcewicz, however, was 
a deputy to the Warsaw assembly, the Four-Year Sejm, which adopted the constitution, and 
had even contributed directly to the constitutional movement with his drama The Return of 
the Deputy (Powrót Posła) of 1790. The Constitution of 1791 was overturned by a Russian 
invasion of Poland in 1792, and in 1793 Niemcewicz went abroad. In fact, he traveled from 
Poland to Saxony, exactly the reverse of Fichte’s journey two years before:

So we set out together for Dresden. Not without sad emotion I looked upon the virtuous 
Saxon elector and his daughter, chosen by us as our lords in the short moments of our inde-
pendence. From Dresden, on the road to Berlin, we visited Dessau and Wörlitz. We stayed in 
a guest house, as orderly and pretty [tak porządnym i pięknym] as any I ever happened to find 
anywhere except England.16

Though his sad emotions lingered over the fate of Poland, the orderliness of the inn put 
Niemcewicz on a western train of thought, an occidental express, and his traveler’s imagina-
tion was already looking beyond Central Europe to England.

Yet, in the cities of Central Europe, Niemcewicz remained attuned to the mingled 
sounds of different languages:

Going through Prague we stayed in Vienna in October. With regret I saw how the Czechs, 
our brothers, are transformed more and more into Germans [oraz bardziej przemieniają się w 
Niemców] by the efforts of the government. The nobility already does not know our paternal 
language. Unfortunately, I thought to myself, it will be thus with our unfortunate Poland: the 
sound of our language will remain only among the good farmers.17

Fichte’s astonishment at the thought of a Polish German was echoed in a spirit of national re-
gret by Niemcewicz, who also believed that Central Europe, with its intermingled languages 
and ethnicities, was the domain of a national metamorphosis in which Slavs might become 
transformed into Germans.

Such were the reflections of Niemcewicz as he traveled from Prague to Vienna. An-
other traveler, just a few years before, went from Vienna to Prague and was inspired in a 
very different spirit by the linguistic circumstances of Central Europe. Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart was on the way to Prague in January 1787 for the first Prague production of Le Nozze 
di Figaro. Far more than either Fichte or Niemcewicz, Mozart was a man of aural sensibility, 
guided by his ear, and therefore naturally attuned to linguistic complications. Mozart, whose 
native language was German, was also perfectly comfortable in French and Italian, but on 
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the way to Prague he inevitably encountered in Central Europe a language that he did not 
understand, namely Czech. From Prague he wrote to his friend Gottfried von Jacquin, back 
in Vienna, describing the musical success of Figaro, and concluding with an outburst of char-
acteristically Mozartean nonsense.

Now farewell dearest friend, dearest Hikkiti Horky! That is your name, so you will know it; 
we have all of us on our trip invented names; they follow here. I am Punkitititi.—My wife is 
Schabla Pumfa. Hofer is Rozka Pumpa. Stadler is Notschibikitschibi. Joseph my servant is 
Sagadarata. Goukerl my dog is Schomanntzky—Madame Quallenberg is Runzifunzi.18

Mozart spoke German in Vienna and also in Prague, but on the way to Prague, traveling 
through the province of Bohemia, he must have heard Czech being spoken, an incompre-
hensible concoction of alien sounds to his Austrian ear, and he responded with gibbering 
linguistic delight.

While Niemcewicz lamented the transformation of Czechs into Germans, Mozart en-
thusiastically transformed himself and his friends into pseudo-Oriental (Schabla Pumfa),
pseudo-Slavic (Schomanntzky), supremely nonsensical aliens. Fichte had also noted the 
strange sounds of German pronunciation in Silesia (Bausch instead of Busch), up to the point 
where it was no longer intelligible to him (gar nicht mehr zu verstehen). Mozart responded 
to linguistic incomprehensibility by playfully inventing silly names and identities for himself 
and his friends. He became Punkitititi. Indeed the serious lesson of his nonsensical game 
might be, perhaps, the uncertainty, ambiguity, and malleability of identity in Central Europe.

Twentieth Century: “The Unfamiliar Hubbub”
The eighteenth-century traveler, when he perceived, assimilated, integrated, and responded 
to the transitions and complications of the passage between east and west, anticipated the 
twentieth-century idea of Central Europe. In this sense, Central Europe may be understood 
as a cognitive mode of apprehension, registering the complexity of gradual transition rather 
than emphasizing the dichotomy of abrupt separation. Central Europe’s geographical do-
main was necessarily undetermined, a matter of subjective construction, but the most plau-
sible locus for observing the variety of detail and attempting the integration of diversity was 
the Habsburg monarchy. This was precisely because the Habsburg monarchy had every mo-
tivation for pursuing the political integration of ethnically and linguistically diverse lands, 
and the details of diversity could not be denied.

In the eighteenth century Habsburg integration might take the cultural form of ba-
roque architecture, the political form of administrative centralization, or the economic form 
of state cameralism, but in the nineteenth century the crystallization of the “nationalities 
problem”—in politics, education, language, culture, and administration—made the hetero-
geneity of Central Europe into the ongoing agenda of Habsburg policy. After the demise of 
the Habsburg monarchy in 1918, the idea of Central Europe in some sense displaced the 
monarchy, providing a new name for the lands that were no longer politically linked. Indeed, 
to the extent that Central Europe might be said to possess historical reality as something 
more concrete than a cultural construction, it may be regarded as the legacy of the Habsburg 
monarchy, the intersecting factors—languages, customs, cultures—that remained after the 
passing of the dynasty. Paradoxically, that common legacy of the former Habsburg lands was 
premised on the shared experience of extreme and complex diversity.
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While the idea of Mitteleuropa first emerged in relation to the Habsburg monarchy, 
in the later nineteenth century industrialists in Imperial Germany became very interested 
in the possibility of a Central European customs union, and their interest was reflected in 
the program of the Mitteleuropäische Wirtschaftsverein, established in 1904. Historian Fritz 
Fischer has shown that such economic concerns were related to German war aims at the 
outbreak of World War I. Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg noted in September 
1914: “We must create a central European economic association through joint tariff agree-
ments. . . . This association . . . will in fact be under German leadership and must stabilize 
Germany’s economic domination of Mitteleuropa.”19 Such was the German government’s 
interest in Central Europe at the time of the publication of Naumann’s Mitteleuropa during 
the war. Naumann’s vision also involved the advancement of German economic power in 
the region as an integrating force, and this drive toward German influence in some sense 
reached its evil apogee in the Nazi policy of conquest during World War II. After World War 
II the historian Felix Gilbert analyzed Nazi policy under the title “Mitteleuropa—The Final 
Stage.”20 The Nazis were well aware of the complex diversity of Central Europe, especially 
what they saw as racial diversity, and they addressed it radically through policies of enslave-
ment, deportation, and extermination. After World War II the conception of Mitteleuropa 
organized under German hegemony was thoroughly discredited.

Between the wars, however, the idea of Central Europe received considerable atten-
tion, sufficient to invite parody as “The Central of Europe” in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes in 
1925. A sampling of authentic travelers from the 1920s and 1930s reveals some continuities 
of perception dating back to the eighteenth century, complicated by the modern political 
tension that followed from Woodrow Wilson’s principles of national self-determination, as 
put into practice at the peace of Versailles. The linguistic and ethnographic commingling 
noted by eighteenth-century travelers like Fichte and Niemcewicz seemed all the more un-
stable and unsettling in the modern context of a continent whose borders had been recently 
redrawn to accommodate such distinctions. Alfred Döblin, Rebecca West, Czesław Miłosz, 
and Patrick Leigh Fermor all traveled between east and west, or west and east, in the 1920s 
and 1930s, and showed themselves deeply attentive to the subtleties of transition in Central 
Europe.

The German writer Alfred Döblin traveled by train from Berlin to Warsaw in 1924, 
departing from the Schlesischer Bahnhof, and his voyage may be read in counterpoint to 
Fichte’s Silesian passage from Germany to Poland in 1791. Döblin, on the train, had a strong 
sense of direction: “The train, the reverberating edifice, is taking me east. This is still Ger-
many, I am still almost at home, here comes Frankfurt on the Oder: I can’t believe it, I don’t 
recognize the countryside.” The landscape already appeared alien to Döblin, though he was 
still in Germany. “Anxiously, I think of Poland,” Döblin noted, without feeling the need to 
explain his anxiety. “I think of my plans. But they are not my plans now, I do not recognize 
them.”21 Though the train was still in Germany, the traveler’s thoughts had leaped ahead to 
Poland, so that the passage through Central Europe permitted him to be in both places, east 
and west, simultaneously. Unable to recognize his own plans, Döblin’s very identity was ren-
dered unstable by the reverberations of the eastbound train through Central Europe.

Published in Berlin in 1925, Döblin’s Reise in Polen (Journey to Poland) was exactly 
contemporary with Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and he too, like Lorelei Lee, was traveling for 
an education. Döblin was of Jewish origin, and he wanted to know more about Jews. As he 
approached the Polish border, the Jewish intimations of Central Europe reached his ear:
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Night. The train surges about us. The border is coming, three hours east of Berlin. The three 
elegant gentlemen occasionally speak a different language than before. I notice eyes moving, 
hunting peculiarly, shoulders shrugging in a certain way: the voices coo and carol Yiddish. 
They stick their heads together with their British caps. Then the train stops.22

As with so many other travelers in Central Europe Döblin’s ear was attuned to the intona-
tions of a different language, in this case foreign but not altogether alien to him. He was 
further prepared to interpret the language of eyes and shoulders, peculiarly expressive of the 
inner nature of these elegant gentlemen. They seemed to metamorphose before Döblin’s eyes 
and around his ears, betraying a different identity by the shifting of language and the shrug-
ging of shoulders.

The stopping of the train meant that they had finally reached the German–Polish 
border: “The signs on the staircase walls contain words, syllables, whose meaning I can’t 
surmise. They are probably just saying: Such and such a train departs from the platform. 
But in the foreign language, these words excite me, arouse my expectations.”23 His thoughts 
had already crossed the border into Poland ahead of the train, but the station signs in an 
incomprehensible language gave the border its emotional impact. In fact, Döblin knew that 
the meaning of the signs was predictable and banal, and that the border was important for 
entirely subjective reasons. Like Fichte projecting his sense of Polish wildness onto women’s 
costumes, Döblin found himself aroused by the emotional aphrodisiac of incomprehensible 
syllables. The Polish poet Czesław Miłosz made a “Journey to the West” in 1931, when he was 
20, and, passing from Czechoslovakia into Germany by train, noted his own disorientation 
as the sound of German surrounded him: “Then the train again, and a feeling of strangeness 
(nieswojość) as I passed over the German frontier—all around me people were speaking a 
language I did not understand. Furious with myself, I made an act of will and entered, for 
the first time in my life, the dining car.”24 The word nieswojoŚć actually suggested something 
more than external strangeness, something more like internal dislocation and uneasiness. 
Like Döblin, moving in the other direction, Miłosz found himself psychologically challenged 
by the linguistic alternations of Central Europe, and the young poet furiously determined to 
collect himself and reestablish his sense of identity.

Döblin’s train moved on from the border, and he continued to find himself inexplica-
bly excited by the most banal and familiar sights outside his window: “What’s this? Herds of 
cattle. New farmland. Many white geese. This is Poland.” Yet he had to try to grasp the differ-
ence between Germany and Poland, and like Fichte, who found the people becoming “more 
Slavic” as he proceeded, Döblin practiced a sort of racial physiognomy from the window of 
the moving train. “The faces of the Polish women,” he observed. “Broad foreheads, not high; 
full faces. The root of the nose starting low, sometimes with an almost saddle-shaped recess. 
The nose sloping flat toward the cheeks; very strong nostrils; the dark openings turned up.”25

Ironically, it would be Nazi anthropologists who ultimately made use of such physiognomic 
criteria as they sorted through the population of Central Europe, distinguishing between 
desirable and undesirable racial subjects. Yet, dating back to the eighteenth century, this had 
been a domain of heterogeneous ethnography, challenging the traveler to sort out his impres-
sions into the familiar and the unfamiliar.

The English writer Rebecca West traveled to Yugoslavia in 1937, and ended by writ-
ing an epic portrait of that country, published as Black Lamb and Grey Falcon in 1941. She 
experienced profound spiritual epiphanies in the deep southeastern domains of Macedonia 
and Kosovo, exploring the Byzantine legacy of Europe, but she initially passed from west to 
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east, through Central Europe, on the train from Salzburg to Zagreb, from Austria to Croatia. 
This was the inner, intermediary leg of the spiritually and geographically longer journey that 
West was undertaking to the Balkans and Byzantium. Like Döblin she was attuned to details 
of Slavic physiognomy: “It was dark when we crossed the Yugoslavian frontier. Handsome 
young soldiers in olive uniforms with faces sealed by the flatness of cheekbones asked us 
questions softly, insistently, without interest.” She was sharing the train compartment with a 
party of Germans on their way from Nazi Germany for a vacation on the Yugoslav Dalmatian 
coast. They were, in fact, traveling to Split, where Niemcewicz had enjoyed a sense of Slavic 
fraternity in the 1780s, but the German tourists of the 1930s were apprehensive of the Slavic 
world. As soon as they crossed the border they began to complain about the bad food that 
they would have to eat in Yugoslavia: “They all sat, nodding and rocking, entranced by a vi-
sion of the warm goodness of German life, the warm goodness of German food, and of Ger-
man superiority to all non-German barbarity.” West asked them, “But why are you going to 
Yugoslavia if you think it is all so terrible?” They replied, “We are going to the Adriatic coast 
where there are many German tourists and for that reason the hotels are good.”26 The idea 
of Central Europe, in the generation after Naumann’s Mitteleuropa, was deeply imbued with 
a sense of German precedence and presumption; economic domination was accompanied 
by total cultural condescension. In 1941, the year that West published Black Lamb and Grey 
Falcon, the Nazis would invade and destroy the state of Yugoslavia.

In the marketplace of Zagreb in 1937 Rebecca West observed the Croatians, and self-
consciously reflected upon whether she was actually in Central Europe.

They all spoke some German, so we were able to ask the prices of what they sold; and we 
could have bought a sackful of fruit and vegetables, all of the finest, for the equivalent of two 
shillings: a fifth of what it would have fetched in a Western city. This meant desperate, pinch-
ing poverty, for the manufactured goods in the shops are marked at nearly Western prices. 
But they looked gallant, and nobody spoke of poverty, nobody begged. It was a sign that we 
were out of Central Europe, for in a German and Austrian town where the people were twice 
as well off as these they would have perpetually complained. But there were signs that we 
were near Central Europe. There were stalls covered with fine embroidered handkerchiefs 
and table linen, which was all of it superbly executed, for Slav women have a captive devil 
in their flying fingers to work wonders for them. But the design was horrible. It was not like 
the designs I had seen in other parts of Yugoslavia, in Serbia and Macedonia; it was not even 
as good as the designs on the dresses of the peasant women who were standing by the stalls, 
inferior though they were. It was severely naturalistic, and attempted to represent fruit and 
flowers, and it followed the tradition of Victorian Berlin woolwork. In other words, it showed 
German influence.27

Zagreb had been a Habsburg city up until 1918, and the presence of German language in the 
Croatian marketplace followed naturally from that recent history, while the commingling 
of languages preserved some sense of Central Europe. For Rebecca West the idea of Central 
Europe was interpreted as a matter of German influence. West herself considered German 
influence to be an entirely pernicious force—producing beggars and bad embroidery—and 
she therefore regarded Central Europe as a negative domain; she would find her preferred 
embroideries and personal epiphanies further to the east.

In Zagreb West could not quite decide whether or not she was in Central Europe, for, 
of course, Central Europe was an idea, a set of impressions, an imaginary space, not a pre-
cisely designated geographical agglomeration of territories, and all the more uncertain with 
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the abolition of the Habsburg monarchy. West looked for signs of whether she was “out of 
Central Europe” or “near Central Europe,” and the crucial factor was German influence. “Yes, 
the German influence was like a shadow on the Croat World,” she exclaimed, regretfully.28

Central Europe was always a shadowy domain, with its imprecise landmarks and permeable 
borders, but in the late 1930s the shadow of Germany added new anxieties to a region of 
unstable identity.

In 1933 Patrick Leigh Fermor, at the age of 18, set out to walk all the way across Eu-
rope, from Rotterdam to Constantinople. The intermediary passage through Central Europe 
followed the Danube, from Vienna to Bratislava, and Fermor summed it up in a chapter 
entitled “The Edge of the Slav World.” Like Fichte in 1791, Fermor, by traveling on foot, was 
especially sensitive to transitions and the overlapping of cultural spheres. His ear told him 
that he was in Central Europe as he picked up the incomprehensible syllables of unknown 
languages along the Danube. “Listening to the unfamiliar hubbub of Slovak and Magyar,” he 
wrote, in the memoir that he published almost half a century later, “I realized I was at last 
in a country where the indigenous sounds meant nothing at all; it was a relief to hear some 
German as well.”29 Like Mozart on the way to Prague in 1787, so Fermor too, 150 years later, 
discovered that the linguistic heterogeneity of Central Europe was perfectly evident to the 
sensitive ear.

Fermor detoured from the Danube to visit Prague, and declared that it was “the place 
which the word Mitteleuropa, and all that it implies, fitted most aptly.” He had been born in 
1915, the year of Naumann’s Mitteleuropa, and in 1933 Fermor’s own somewhat confused 
teenage erudition and imagination supplied the fitting “implications” of Central Europe.

Ever since their names were first recorded, Prague and Bohemia had been the westernmost 
point of interlock and conflict for the two greatest masses of population in Europe: the dim 
and mutually ill-disposed volumes of Slavs and Teutons; nations of which I knew nothing. 
Haunted by these enormous shadows, the very familiarity of much of the architecture made 
Prague seem more remote. Yet the town was as indisputably a part of the western world, and 
of the traditions of which the West is most justly vain, as Cologne, or Urbino, or Toulouse or 
Salamanca.30

Fermor’s vague historical sense of ethnographic “interlock and conflict” echoed the jumbling 
of languages that he himself experienced as he traveled in Central Europe. His apprehension 
of haunting shadows in Bohemia in the 1930s corresponded to Rebecca West’s impression 
of Croatia. Finally, he was himself personally disoriented by the interplay of what was famil-
iar (the architecture!) and what was unfamiliar (the hubbub!)—so that even as he dubbed 
Prague the quintessential locus of Central Europe he recognized its indisputable relation to 
Western Europe.

When Czesław Miłosz came to Prague on his “Journey to the West” in 1931, he identi-
fied it as “the first Western European capital I saw.”31 If Prague was indeed the perfect expres-
sion of Central Europe, with all that implied, then one of the implications was the paradoxi-
cal uncertainty in Central Europe of determining whether or not some particular place was 
actually in Central Europe at all. Like Rebecca West puzzling over Croatia’s status, Fermor 
was by no means absolutely certain about Bohemia. By the time he published his book in 
1977, long after World War II, Prague was widely considered to be a capital of Eastern Eu-
rope, a communist capital behind the Iron Curtain. “I thought about Prague often later on,” 
remarked Fermor, “and when evil times came, sympathy, anger and the guilt which the fate 
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of Eastern Europe has justly implanted in the West, coloured my cogitations.”32 Prague could 
thus be classified as belonging to Western Europe, Central Europe, or Eastern Europe, de-
pending upon the coloring of the traveler’s cogitations. The paradoxical character of Central 
Europe was partly expressed in the uncertainty and instability that it inspired in the impres-
sionable traveler.

Conclusion: “The Train of Time”
The Czech perspective was, in fact, fundamental for the relaunching of the idea of Cen-
tral Europe in the 1980s, dating from Milan Kundera’s publication in Le Debat in 1983, and 
The New York Review of Books in 1984, of his essay on “The Tragedy of Central Europe.” 
He passionately argued that the Central Europe of Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians 
had been “kidnapped” from the West by Soviet communism, and further affirmed that Rus-
sia and Central Europe were absolutely antithetical in their cultural values. Kundera asked, 
“Does Central Europe constitute a true cultural configuration with its own history?” and he 
answered that “its borders are imaginary and must be drawn and redrawn with each new 
historical situation.” Thus, in the historical situation of the late Cold War, Kundera sought to 
redraw the borders of Central Europe in such a way as to deny the validity of Soviet domina-
tion and challenge the lethargy of Western indifference. Kundera was well aware of himself as 
a writer from Central Europe: “But if to live means to exist in the eyes of those we love, then 
Central Europe no longer exists. More precisely, in the eyes of its beloved Europe, Central 
Europe is just a part of the Soviet empire and nothing more, nothing more.”33 Kundera’s Cen-
tral Europe, varying according to the “historical situation,” had a very different geopolitical 
orientation from that of Naumann’s Central Europe. Naumann’s idea of Mitteleuropa had 
revolved around the circumstances of German power in the region, but Kundera’s idea of 
Central Europe was formulated in reaction to the imperial presence of Soviet power.

Through the 1980s the idea of Central Europe functioned as an intellectual point of 
reference for anticommunist dissidents, especially in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary. 
“Central Europe is back,” declared the British journalist and historian Timothy Garton Ash 
in 1986. “For three decades after 1945 nobody spoke of Central Europe in the present tense: 
The thing was one with Nineveh and Tyre. In German-speaking lands, the very word Mit-
teleuropa seemed to have died with Adolf Hitler.”34 Ever since Yalta, argued Garton Ash, 
Europe recognized only the Cold War dichotomy between Western Europe and Eastern Eu-
rope. Now, in the 1980s, the idea of Central Europe became a kind of ideological wedge to 
unsettle and overturn the Cold War conventions about east and west. After the collapse of 
communism in Eastern Europe in 1989, the slogan of Central Europe was deployed as an ar-
gument for the priority of Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary among the post-communist 
countries seeking affiliation with the European Union. The historian Maria Todorova and the 
political scientist Iver Neumann have both critically analyzed the ways in which the idea of 
Central Europe became a formula of exclusion for denigrating the supposedly less “central” 
(and therefore more “eastern”) post-communist states.35

When Kundera celebrated Central Europe he emphasized “variety” as crucial to the 
identity of the region: “Central Europe longed to be a condensed version of Europe itself in 
all its cultural variety, a small arch-European Europe, a reduced model of Europe made up 
of nations conceived according to one rule: the greatest variety within the smallest space.”36

This was precisely the regional character that an eighteenth-century traveler like Fichte con-
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sidered most remarkable as he walked from west to east and noted the transitions, alterna-
tions, and combinations of languages and customs in Silesia in 1791. Yet, this variety, sup-
posedly the hallmark of Central Europe, had been rendered far more uniform by the time 
Kundera was writing two centuries later. The Jews of Central Europe were murdered during 
World War II, and the Germans largely deported after the war; Silesia itself had become a 
predominantly Polish province of postwar Poland after being subject to massive transfers of 
population. The linguistic and ethnographic heterogeneity of Central Europe experienced 
by eighteenth-century travelers had been radically reduced by the time the idea of Cen-
tral Europe reemerged in the 1980s. Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary, the bastions of 
Kundera’s Central Europe, were largely consistent national states, and Czechoslovakia sur-
rendered even its dual national status in the 1990s when it separated itself into the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia. In spite of Kundera’s eloquent devotion to variety, the definition of 
Central Europe according to the perception of heterogeneity was already losing its validity.

“I am in a country located right in the middle of Europe,” wrote Voltaire to Madame 
du Deffand in 1764 (“Je me trouve dans un pays situé tout juste au milieu de l’Europe”).37 He 
was writing from his villa, Les Délices, just outside Geneva. There he obviously considered 
himself to be living in “central” Europe—right in the middle—although the modern idea of 
Central Europe would certainly bear no relation to his Swiss geographical coordinates. In 
fact, Voltaire described himself as being in the middle of Europe, because he was envision-
ing Europe according to an older convention: Europe divided between north and south, 
divided by the Alps. In this sense, Voltaire’s Swiss home could be considered to be right in 
the middle of Europe. Voltaire did sometimes articulate a conception of Eastern Europe, as 
in the Essai sur les Moeurs in the 1750s, when he wrote, with reference to the Cossacks of 
Ukraine, that “to the north and the east of Europe [à l’orient de l’Europe], all that part of the 
world is still rustic [agreste].”38 This sense of the backwardness of the east of Europe would 
be implicit in the observations of a traveler like Fichte as he negotiated the intermediary 
passage between east and west. Though Fichte never named “Central Europe,” his reflections 
on variety, transition, and heterogeneity closely corresponded to the concept as it would be 
eventually articulated.

“And in the good old days when the Austrian Empire still existed, one could in such a 
case get off the train of time [den Zug der Zeit verlassen], get on an ordinary train of an or-
dinary railroad, and travel back to one’s home,” remarked Robert Musil in his epic novel Der 
Mann ohne Eigenschaften (The Man without Qualities). The first volume appeared in 1930, 
but the scenario referred back to the Habsburg monarchy before World War I, the state that 
Musil dubbed “Kakania” as he explored its contradictory combinations of modernity and 
tradition. Where was Kakania? Musil specified its coordinates thus: “Here at the very center 
of Europe (im Mittelpunkt Europas), where the world’s old axes crossed.”39 Musil’s sense of 
the middle of Europe was clearly more modern than Voltaire’s, and the association of Cen-
tral Europe with the former Habsburg monarchy (“when the Austrian Empire still existed”) 
was historically apt. In fact, the Habsburg monarchy, with its problematic heterogeneity, was 
precisely the locus of Central Europe, and it was exactly at the time of the demise of the 
monarchy, during World War I, that the name “Central Europe” or “Mitteleuropa” became 
explicitly prominent.

The borders of Central Europe have always been, as Kundera conceded, largely imag-
inary, and the region acquired its character according to particular modes of perception, 
which were sometimes evident in travelers’ accounts. Yet, if there is any concrete histori-
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cal character to Central Europe it would have to be defined as the legacy of the Habsburg 
monarchy, the common character and mutual relations that survived from the experience of 
commingled social and cultural existence within the multinational empire. That legacy may 
have been quite vivid in the period immediately after the empire’s abolition in 1918, but has 
certainly become less potent over the course of almost a century since then. Today it is his-
torical memory which seeks to preserve the importance of historical legacy: when a portrait 
of Emperor Franz Joseph hangs in a café in L’viv, in post-communist Ukraine, in the former 
Galicia, it serves as a reminder that this city was once a part of the Habsburg monarchy, when 
the monarchy still existed.40

Musil invoked the metaphor of the train for describing Kakania’s oblique relation to 
“the train of time.” It was a fitting image for representing Central Europe, which was so often 
observed from the window of a train in the early twentieth century, as in the cases of Alfred 
Döblin and Anita Loos’s fictional Lorelei Lee. When Lorelei Lee looked out the window of her 
train, and observed the landscape of Central Europe, she did not always like what she saw:

So now we are on an oriental express and everything seems to be quite unusual. I mean Doro-
thy and I got up this morning and we looked out of the window of our compartment and it 
was really quite unusual. Because it was farms, and we saw quite a lot of girls who seemed to 
be putting small size hay stacks onto large size hay stacks while their husbands seemed to sit 
at a table under quite a shady tree and drink beer . . . and Dorothy said, “I think we girls have 
gone one step too far away from New York, because it begins to look to me as if the Central 
of Europe is no country for we girls.”41

In this comic fictional travelogue Anita Loos actually captured some of the truth about travel 
in Central Europe, that is, the ways in which unfamiliar circumstances might become unset-
tling to travelers moving from west to east. Central Europe, however, always represented a 
balance between the familiar and the unfamiliar, so that Lorelei Lee was reassured to learn 
that she would find a familiar Ritz hotel, even in Budapest: “So we will soon be at a Ritz hotel 
again and I must say it will be delightful to find a Ritz hotel right in the Central of Europe.”42

Thus it was clear that Central Europe was Europe after all.
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Megalomania and Angst
THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY MYTHICIZATION
OF GERMANY’S EASTERN BORDERLANDS

Gregor Thum

The last German Emperor, Wilhelm II, was notorious for his offensive speeches. On 5 June 
1902, Wilhelm delivered an address in the Marienburg Castle, the former seat of the Teutonic 
Order in the German-Polish borderlands of the Prussian east. In front of dignitaries of the 
Prussian-German state, the Austrian-based Teutonic Order, and the Order of St. John seated 
in Berlin, who had all convened to celebrate the historical reconstruction of the Marienburg, 
the German monarch declared:

In this castle, at this very place, I once took the opportunity to highlight how the old Marien-
burg, this former bulwark in the east, the starting point for the culture of the countries east of 
the river Vistula, should forever remain a symbol of the German tasks. Now it is time again. 
Polish presumption wants to challenge Germandom, and I am obliged to call on My people 
to preserve its national goods.

Wilhelm II closed his address with an appeal to Pan-German cooperation in order “to pro-
tect all that is German here and beyond the border.”1 According to the Imperial Chancellor 
Bernhard von Bülow, who claimed to have toned down the speech prior to its publication, 
the emperor’s actual address was far more aggressive. Wilhelm summoned the convened 
knights “to charge the Sarmatians with the Teutonic Order’s sword in the strong fist, to pun-
ish their impudence, to exterminate them.”2

Most striking, however, is not the aggressive anti-Slavic rhetoric, but the speech’s con-
tradictory message. On the one hand, the emperor claimed that the regions east of Germany 
owed their cultural development to the Germans and that this legacy should continue to 
define “German tasks” in the east. On the other, he apparently considered a united German 
front necessary in order to defend the “national goods” against a Slavic menace. In the con-
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text of German perceptions of Eastern Europe, this oscillation between megalomania and 
angst was anything but unusual. In fact, it was the very essence of the myth of Germany’ 
eastern borderlands. From the myth’s emergence in the early nineteenth century to its dis-
appearance well after the Second World War, large parts of German society believed it was 
Germany’s calling to play a dominant political role in the European East; at the same time, 
however, they feared being overrun by a Slavic wave from the east.3

The Marienburg Castle was the ideal embodiment of these conflicting visions. A for-
tress is as much a bridgehead for offensive operations as a defensive structure in a moment of 
danger. The Marienburg, in particular, stood for both the eastward expansion of the Teutonic 
Order in the Middle Ages and a German position in the east that had become fragile in the 
age of nationalism. In the German-Slavic borderlands, the territorial claims of the German 
national movement clashed with those of their East European counterparts, in particular 
with the national movements of Poles and Czechs. When Wilhelm II gave his speech at the 
Marienburg, the medieval fortress of the Teutonic Order had become the symbol of these 
clashes and the most prominent emblem of Germany’s eastern borderlands.

The purpose of this chapter is to shed light on the representation of the eastern bor-
derlands in German political discourse of the nineteenth century. This will not only allow for 
a better understanding of the place of these borderlands in the emerging German national 
culture, but also explain why the borderlands’ mythicization in the nineteenth century laid 
the ground for the particularly violent clashes of the twentieth century. A century before 
Nazi Germany embarked on a policy of “ethnic cleansing” in the east, a political discourse 
driven by both megalomania and angst began to shape German perceptions of the eastern 
borderlands. Even the term “extermination” entered German political discourse—long be-
fore a policy of extermination was conceivable in the context of Central European politics. 
Language precedes action.

This chapter, however, will not argue in favor of simple continuities. After all, right-
wing radicalism was never more than a minority position in German politics until 1914.4

But in order to understand the culmination of ethnic conflict in East Central Europe be-
tween 1918 and 1948, by the end of which time tens of millions of people were expelled and 
massacred for the sake of ethnically-cleansed borderlands, we have to look more closely at 
the discourses of the long nineteenth century. These discourses established perceptions that 
preconfigured political actions in the twentieth century. As for the German discourse over 
the eastern borderlands, elites of the German national movement established an image of the 
borderlands as a zone of conflict, in which Germans had to prevail over their (mostly) Slavic 
neighbors so that the German nation could assume its deserved place among the leading 
powers of the time. The borderlands were portrayed as a German frontier, the place where the 
German nation pursued its own civilizing mission, be it in spreading European civilization to 
the east, or defending it against assaults from there. In this way, local conflicts were charged 
with meaning, which made it increasingly difficult to find pragmatic political solutions.

To be sure, the borderlands and the nationality conflicts in the east hardly played a 
dominant role in German political discourses before 1914. German society had many things 
to worry about: the social question, the national question, the constitutional question, and 
the conflicts between executive and legislative, between state and church, and between Prot-
estants and Catholics; these concerned German society as a whole and shaped many aspects 
of daily life. When it came to the popular appeal of imperial politics, colonialism and naval-
ism were far more fascinating for people than the backwater provinces in the east. Yet it was 
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exactly the borderlands’ marginal position in German political discourse in the second half 
of the nineteenth century that allowed the political right to establish an image of the eastern 
borderlands that wasn’t seriously challenged by alternative interpretations. The idea of a Ger-
man frontier in the east, which had emerged out of the megalomaniac dreams and inflated 
fears of the nineteenth century, was the only concept available to a German society eager to 
make sense of the dramatic developments along the eastern borders during World War I: the 
Russian invasion of East Prussia in 1914, followed by unexpectedly large conquests of Rus-
sian territory after 1915, and the loss of German territory in 1919, when Poland reemerged 
as an independent nation.

The Rediscovery of the Marienburg and Prussia’s Imagined Frontier
At the end of the eighteenth century, the Marienburg was a forgotten ruin at the periphery 
of the Prussian monarchy. After having been used for more than two centuries as barracks, 
an arsenal, a grain depot, and a stone pit, the large brick fortress revealed little of its former 
splendor. In 1794, the Prussian government sent the architect David Gilly to examine the 
dilapidated ruin and to make suggestions about its further use. While the government had 
considered razing the remains of the castle to the ground, the young Friedrich Gilly, who 
accompanied his father on his trip to the Marienburg, was so fascinated by the medieval 
ensemble that he produced a number of drawings.5 After the Berlin artist Friedrich Frick had 
turned them into a fine collection of engravings, the Prussian public suddenly took an inter-
est in the medieval fortress. Protests against the neglect of a unique piece of ancient architec-
ture in Prussia led King Friedrich Wilhelm III to issue a royal order in 1804 that mandated 
safeguarding the castle from further dilapidation. A decade later, after the Napoleonic Wars 
had come to an end, the Prussian government was ready to sponsor the reconstruction of the 
Marienburg. The castle’s ascendancy to status as one of the most prominent German histori-
cal landmarks began.6

Initially, the interest in the Marienburg was driven by a romanticist fascination for 
medieval architecture. In the course of the nineteenth century, however, the castle assumed 
political meaning. The rise of the national movements put pressure on the dynastical states 
to legitimize their territorial possessions and to dismiss allegations that the lands under their 
scepter had been brought together solely by the arbitrariness of dynastical politics. Ever since 
the partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the late eighteenth century, the 
partitioning powers—Russia, Austria, and Prussia—had to defend their territorial acquisi-
tions against demands for the reestablishment of an independent Poland. As far as Prus-
sia was concerned, Frederick the Great liked to point to the alleged political squalidness 
of the Polish nobility, blaming them for gambling away Poland’s right to existence. In the 
nineteenth century, however, a more elaborate justification was required. After the Polish 
national movement had demonstrated its vitality in the Napoleonic Wars, the Congress of 
Vienna officially recognized the existence of a Polish nation in 1815 and forced the partition-
ing powers to concede Polish representations and national institutions in their respective 
Polish provinces.

The Prussian government established the Grand Duchy of Posen in 1815 and provided 
the province with a considerable degree of political autonomy. No such status was given to 
West Prussia, although the province had also been part of Poland and continued to be inhab-
ited by a substantial Polish-speaking population. West Prussia, however, provided the strate-
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gically important land bridge between the older Prussian provinces of Pomerania and East 
Prussia, and was home to the city of Danzig, one of the Baltic Sea’s largest port cities. Without 
the possession of West Prussia, the province of East Prussia would have been separated from 
the rest of the Hohenzollern territories. Given the political importance of Prussia’s northeast-
ern provinces, on which the monarchy’s kingship formally rested and from where the state 
name “Prussia” derived, the government in Berlin insisted on their indissoluble connection 
to the Hohenzollern monarchy. In order to establish a stronger historical link between the 
monarchy’s political center in Brandenburg and the provinces in the northeast, Prussian elites 
began to appropriate the tradition of the Teutonic Order in the early nineteenth century.

The Teutonic Order was the creator of the Monastic State, which was established on 
the southeastern shores of the Baltic Sea after the subjugation of the Old Prussians in the 
thirteenth century. Through this act of state building, the Teutonic Knights shaped the early 
political, economic, and cultural development of the later provinces of West and East Prus-
sia, which the Hohenzollern monarchy took over from the Polish crown in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. Until the early nineteenth century, however, the Teutonic Order 
enjoyed a less than favorable reputation in Berlin. Particularly during the Enlightenment, the 
Teutonic Knights, who never accepted the loss of the Monastic State, were primarily associ-
ated with the violent Christianization of the Old Prussians, cruel suppression of their sub-
jects, and an aggressive foreign policy that resulted in constant conflicts with their neighbors.

Yet at the end of the eighteenth century, this image changed dramatically. Prussian-
German historians began to portray the Teutonic Knights as the bearers of a German civi-
lizing mission in Europe’s northeast. It was this perception that paved the way for positive 
references to the Teutonic Order in Prussia and eventually allowed for the integration of its 
state-building tradition into the Prussian state ideology.7 The glorification of the Teutonic 
Order in nineteenth-century Prussia provided the Hohenzollern monarchy with an ancient 
history, and it offered new arguments for the defense of Prussia’s eastern border against the 
demands of the Polish national movement. By placing the Hohenzollern state in the tradition 
of the Teutonic Order, its eastern borders no longer appeared as the product of dynastical 
politics, but as the result of the Order’s alleged civilizing mission in the east. In other words: 
Prussia’s eastern borders constituted a cultural frontier.

Frontiers were a political phenomenon familiar to the societies of nineteenth century 
Europe.8 Newspapers, travelogues, and novels, along with private letters and oral reports 
spread the knowledge of the dynamic borders in the colonies and at the peripheries of the 
European empires. In order to undermine the claims of the Polish national movement, Prus-
sian elites tried to present the eastern border of the monarchy as such a frontier, which had to 
be defended against indigenous populations hostile to European civilization. This required 
them, however, to depict the indigenous populations as culturally inferior and incapable 
of making full use of the land; their resistance against Prussian rule was portrayed as an 
unwillingness to embrace European civilization.9 The propaganda battle accompanying the 
evolving German-Polish conflict over territory in the Prussian east can be reduced to the 
promotion—or the deconstruction—of this Prussian-German frontier myth.

The reconstruction of the Marienburg Castle in the first half of the nineteenth century, 
accompanied by the portrayal of the Teutonic Knights as the forebears of the modern Prus-
sians, offered ample opportunities to promote and visualize the frontier myth and to provide 
it with an emblematic historical landmark. The myth found a particularly vivid expression in 
the stained glass windows created for the Summer Refectory of Marienburg’s Grandmaster 
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Palace in the 1820s.10 By depicting scenes from the history of the Teutonic Order, the ten 
windows present the Teutonic Knights as the venerable bearers of a Christian civilizing and 
state-building mission in the Baltic region.

Two of the windows, produced by Karl Wilhelm Kolbe, a Berlin artist and member of 
the Prussian Academy of Arts, explicitly promoted the frontier myth. The first, titled “Bishop 
Christian asks the Teutonic Order for help,” dealt with the arrival of the Teutonic Order at 
the Baltic Coast in the early thirteenth century.11 The window juxtaposed two scenes in sharp 
contrast: whereas in the image’s dark-colored background the Old Prussians are portrayed as 
pillaging barbarians who slaughter civilians and burn down churches, the Teutonic Knights 
appear in the image’s bright-colored foreground in an idealized fashion as noble warriors 
who have come to rescue hard-pressed Christians from their destruction.

The window “The Defense of Marienburg Castle” offered a similar interpretation of the 
Order’s mission.12 In this case, Kolbe created a dramatic battle scene in which the Teutonic 
Knights defended the Marienburg’s walls against a Polish-Lithuanian attack—a historical 
event of the year 1410. Again, this image generated a dichotomy between barbarians and the 
defenders of European civilization. While the representatives of the Teutonic Order appear 
as dignified knights in flowing white cloaks, their enemies are portrayed as a wild horde, 
with facial features, hairstyles, dresses, and arms that suggest the troops of the Polish King 
Władysław II Jagiełło had consisted mainly of Tatars. This orientalization of the Polish-Lith-
uanian army associated the Order’s enemies with the Asian invaders that European societies 
had been terrified of since the Middle Ages. The painting’s light effects and the arrangement 
of the figures enhanced this dichotomy. The Teutonic Knights were placed in the upper half 
of the image and surrounded by bright light, whereas the offenders rose from the image’s 
dark bottom—a composition that recalled depictions of heaven and hell in Christian art.

The Prussian–Polish conflict, which was one between a dynastic state and a rising 
national movement, both of which were rooted in the European tradition, was presented 
through the iconological program of the restored Marienburg Castle as one between civiliza-
tion and barbarism. The idea of Poland as the eastern bulwark of Western Christendom was 
rejected. Instead, the windows ascribed this role to the Teutonic Knights and their Prussian 
heirs. True to this historical interpretation, which incorporated Western stereotypes about 
Eastern Europe prevalent since the Age of Enlightenment, the Prussian king Friedrich Wil-
helm IV called his monarchy’s northeastern province in a letter from 1842 a land “the Lord 
has pushed forward as a bulwark of German character into the Slavic-Sarmatian chaos [Wirr-
leben].”13

The creation and promotion of the Prussian frontier myth speaks to how strongly 
Prussian elites believed in the need to defend the monarchy’s territorial integrity against the 
claims of the Polish national movement. Had the liquidation of the Polish state been followed 
by the gradual assimilation of Prussia’s Polish citizens, the frontier myth would hardly have 
emerged. But the Polish national movement was on the rise in the nineteenth century, and 
the processes of assimilation and migration pointed to the strengthening of the Polish ele-
ment in Prussia’s east rather than its weakening. This explains the growing importance of the 
frontier myth in Prussian political discourse after 1815 and the Marienburg’s central place in 
Prussian state propaganda.

Theodor von Schön, the provincial governor of West and East Prussia and the guid-
ing spirit of the Marienburg’s first reconstruction between 1817 and 1856, hoped to turn the 
medieval castle into a Prussian national monument comparable to England’s Westminster.14
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Although the Marienburg never gained such significance, the castle became a celebrated 
national monument and the eastern borderlands’ most prominent symbol. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, the Prussian government built the main railroad connection between Berlin 
and Königsberg in such a way that travelers, soon after passing the monumental bridge over 
the Vistula that was built in an architectural style referring to the Marienburg, were granted 
a spectacular view of the medieval structure. When the German national movement super-
seded the modest attempts of Prussian nation building and absorbed its symbols, the frontier 
myth and the Marienburg became part of the German national cult.

1848 and the Expansion of the Frontier from the Baltic to the Balkans
When a German National Assembly convened in Frankfurt in the wake of the 1848 Revolu-
tion to bring a unified German nation state into being, the question of its future boundaries 
figured prominently in the ensuing debates. The borders of the German Confederation, es-
tablished at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, served as a general orientation. But in the east es-
pecially, they were not congruent with the borders of German settlement. The German Con-
federation included regions with a partly Slavic character like Bohemia and Carniola, while 
excluding the German-speaking populations of Prussia’s and Austria’s eastern provinces.

The difficulty of drawing national borders in a region of ethnically mixed settlement 
was exacerbated by the fact that national movements strove not only to for unified nation 
states but also to provide them with the largest possible territories. In his excellent study of 
the imperialist visions of the Frankfurt Assembly, Günter Wollstein demonstrated that most 
delegates aimed for more than just the creation of a unified Germany. They believed in their 
nation’s right and destiny to advance to the position of a “world power” on par with France, 
England, Russia, and the rising United States of America.15 These imperial dreams gener-
ated far-reaching territorial demands. Without the retention of Austria’s and Prussia’s non-
German provinces, argued imperial proponents, Germany would be deprived of strategic 
positions that were mandatory for the envisioned “world power” status. As was the case with 
most national movements, liberal and imperial dreams went hand-in-hand in Germany.16

Heinrich von Gagern, a prominent liberal from Hessen-Darmstadt and the first presi-
dent of the German National Assembly, advocated a Germany that included all of Austria, 
despite the predominantly non-German character of its eastern provinces. Von Gagern stat-
ed that he had always thought of “the German people’s calling as a great one, as one of a world 
ruler (weltgebietend),” and that he would lose his pride in belonging to this people if he had 
to give up his belief in this “higher destiny.”17 Therefore, the purpose of German unity was 
to “live up to our destiny towards the Orient, to include those peoples of the Danube Basin 
who have neither the calling for nor the claim to independence like satellites in our planetary 
system.” He urged the German nation to take over

. . . Austria’s mission to spread the German culture, language and way of life following the 
Danube to the Black Sea, into those lands sparsely populated by various peoples, but lands 
full of hope, the entire civilization of which is used to leaning on the German one, which is 
longing for Austrian-German protection and increased influence, and which would open a 
rich market to German industriousness.18

The call for a large Central European state, stretching from the western rim of German settle-
ment to the borders of Russia and the Ottoman Empire, mirrored ideas already developed in 
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the 1830s and 1840s.19 Among others, the influential German-American political economist 
Friedrich List believed that the future would belong to large national economies, and that 
Central Europe, if united under German leadership, would rise, alongside the United States 
of America, to become a truly global power. List therefore promoted a German-led economic 
space that stretched beyond the sum of ethnically undisputable German territories. The ter-
ritories east of the German Confederation in particular, already characterized by a privileged 
position of German culture and language and an economic orientation toward Germany, 
seemed to be destined for inclusion in a larger German empire.

Those among the National Assembly’s delegates who subscribed to the imperial 
dream of German greatness believed in the necessity of strengthening German culture in 
the east in order to advance Central Europe’s political integration under German leader-
ship. Von Gagern and others, therefore, did not want to rely exclusively on Germaniza-
tion through the assimilation of the borderlands’ non-German populations. They hoped to 
open Austria’s eastern provinces to a wave of German settlement.20 Accordingly, Friedrich 
Schulz, a teacher from Hesse, declared: “If the Austrian government is not entirely incom-
petent, it cannot completely fail to appreciate the obligation of our Eastern March; as a 
start, it will try to win through favorable conditions millions of poor settlers for the empty 
stretches of land along the Danube. There, at our borders, is our Texas, is our Mexico.”21

Regardless of how unrealistic these ideas were and how little the American West had in 
common with Austria’s east, many nineteenth-century German nationalists saw Germany 
and the United States as nations on the same path to world power through the creation 
of economically advanced continental empires. As a consequence of this perception, the 
American frontier became an important inspiration for the conceptualization of Germa-
ny’s eastern borderlands. What the West was for the United States, the East should become 
for Germany. Tellingly, the youngest member of the National Assembly, Julius Ostendorff, 
claimed for the Germans during the debate on the Polish question in July 1848 the “right 
of conquest through the plow, the same right the free North American is exercising with 
respect to the indigenous Indian.”22 While the focus on the Teutonic Knights betrayed the 
aristocratic orientation of the frontier myth promoted by the Prussian state, the national 
revolution of 1848 generated a decisively bourgeois, “Americanized” version of the fron-
tier.23 The parallelization of Poles and American Indians was one of the narrative strategies 
used to assimilate Prussia’s eastern borderlands to the American West. In a travel report 
published in 1848, the writer Gustav Freytag, alias William Rogers, compared a group of 
Polish aristocrats in the province of Posen with “a gang of coarse Indians, a horde of Paw-
nee Loups in the plains of Missouri, well-suited for frontier wars, for novels and tragic 
dramas, but useless for life.”24 “Asianizing” or “Blackening” Poles were alternative ways of 
“othering” the borderland’s non-German population and emphasizing the region’s frontier 
character.25

Against the backdrop of these early attempts to racialize the territorial conflicts in the 
east, it is important to note, however, that most of the Frankfurt parliamentarians in 1848 
understood the “Germandom” (Deutschtum) to be spread in the eastern borderlands as a cul-
tural concept open to all ethnic groups. To become German was primarily a commitment to 
German language and culture.26 Since the delegates of the German National Assembly were 
convinced that they represented a superior culture, they had a hard time understanding why 
their eastern neighbors would not embrace a German-led Central Europe and accept their 
Germanization as a ticket to civilizational advancement.
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There was nothing peculiar about these views. The elites of the Polish national move-
ment dreamed of a Polish empire that would stretch from the Baltic to the Black Sea, and 
would assimilate the Lithuanian-, Belorussian- and Ukrainian-speaking people of its eastern 
borderlands into Polish culture.27 Czech nationalists promoted a nation state that not only 
covered all of Bohemia, including its German-speaking regions, but also wide stretches of 
land of Slovak and Hungarian character. Hungarian, Romanian, Croatian, and Serbian na-
tionalists harbored similar imperial dreams. Modern Central Europe was a region with a 
particularly high density of imperial projects, criss-crossed by various imagined frontiers 
and civilizing missions. Clashes between these mutually exclusive projects were inevitable.

In the German case, the anticipation of conflict found its expression in the reintro-
duction of the medieval term “march” into German political discourse. In the Carolingian 
Empire, the marches were border provinces that were granted a privileged political status 
in order to fulfill their special duties in defending and expanding the Empire’s boundar-
ies. Whereas the term “march,” which is the German equivalent of “frontier,” appeared only 
sporadically in the first half of the nineteenth century to denote the eastern borderlands, the 
Eastern March (Ostmark)—sometimes known also as Eastern Marches—became a catch-
phrase after 1848.28

A precursor of looming ethnic conflict over territory in the German-Slavic border-
lands was František Palacký’s famous letter sent to Frankfurt in April 1848. The highly es-
teemed Prague historian declined the offer to join the prestigious Pre-Parliament of the Fifty 
on the simple grounds that he was Czech, not German. Palacký sent his best wishes to the 
Frankfurt parliamentarians, but made it clear that his Bohemian homeland could not pos-
sibly be part of a German nation state. Two months later, in early June, a Slav Congress 
convened in Prague under Palacký’s presidency. The congress’ purpose was not entirely clear, 
since even the political unification of the Austrian Slavs was hardly feasible given their lin-
guistic and cultural diversity. But Prague’s message to Frankfurt was unmistakable: German 
national claims to territory predominantly inhabited by the speakers of Slavic languages 
would trigger fierce resistance.29

Similar signs came from Posen. Leaders of the Polish national movement in Prus-
sia’s most Polish province, who in March of 1848 had formed a Polish National Committee, 
protested against the presence of delegates from the Grand Duchy of Posen in the German 
National Assembly. Regardless of the fact that about a third of the province’s population con-
sidered themselves Germans, Polish national leaders accused the assembly of undermining 
the hitherto existing solidarity of the national movements by disrespecting the province’s 
autonomy and historically Polish character. The conflict could not be resolved. During the 
assembly’s notorious debate on the Polish question in July of 1848, many parliamentarians 
took an openly anti-Polish stance, while only few showed respect for the Poles’ national sen-
sitivities and historical rights to territory. In the end, the assembly voted overwhelmingly 
for the inclusion of large parts of the province of Posen into the future German nation state. 
The national movements of Poles and Germans had turned onto a collision course. Prussia’s 
eastern borderlands became a zone of conflict between two competing nationalisms.30

In the summer of 1848, the Committee for Austrian-Slavic issues warned of a “blood 
bath” and a “national war of extermination to which the Slavic fanaticism in Bohemia might 
lead.”31 Ignaz Kuranda, an influential Jewish-German liberal from Prague, urged the Assem-
bly to defend Bohemia’s Germans against the “tyrannical desires of the Slavs.”32 Adolph Go-
eden, a delegate from Posen, argued that hatred against the Germans was “the Pole’s gospel,” 
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and that Poles had already decided upon the “extermination” (Vertilgung) of the Germans 
during the insurgence in Posen in 1846.33 His fellow delegate Samuel Gottfried concurred: 
the Poles were conducting “the most terrible war of extermination against the Germans”; if 
the latter failed to act, “it might easily be that the great German people will become homeless, 
the laughing stock of all peoples on earth.”34

As Brian Vick has pointed out, in the context of 1848, Germans perceived themselves 
as the possible victims, but never as the agents of a policy of extermination.35 To be sure, their 
extermination by their fellow Slavic citizens, who neither controlled the government nor had 
an army at their disposal was not exactly a likely scenario. But where self-image rested on 
dreams of empire, the difficulties in controlling the national aspirations of Czechs and Poles 
might explain the inflated fears of some members of the German National Assembly. It was 
not so much the life of Germans that they saw at stake as the feasibility of a German-led 
Central Europe. After all, the control of the eastern borderlands and the eventual absorption 
of the region’s non-Germans into the German national sphere was the prerequisite of the 
envisioned empire. It was a question of both strategic considerations and national prestige.

Inventing the Wild East
Despite the failure of the national revolution in 1849, and despite the assembly’s eventually 
pragmatic decision in favor of the “lesser German” solution that excluded the Habsburg 
Monarchy from the German nation state for the time being, the idea of the German frontier 
lived on. However, where the scope for political action is limited, literary imaginations gain 
in importance. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the new genre later known 
as Ostmarkenroman—Eastern March novel—emerged.36 These novels popularized the idea 
that a battle over territory was taking place in the eastern borderlands between the represen-
tatives of a superior German civilization and their Slavic enemies. One of its first and most 
successful products was Gustav Freytag’s Debit and Credit (Soll und Haben). Published in 
1855, it became one of the bestselling German novels of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.37 Debit and Credit tells the story of the young German middle-class hero An-
ton Wohlfart, who has to stand his ground in a conflict with Polish insurgents in Prussia’s 
eastern borderlands. The novel reads in large part like a literary adaptation of the National 
Assembly’s imperial visions and its most radical anti-Polish statements. In one of its key 
scenes, Wohlfart tells his friend Karl Stumpf, who has left the city to become a farmer at the 
German frontier: “You got used to living among foreign people, you fulfill all the require-
ments of being a colonist on newly gained soil. [ . . . ] With the plow in your hand, you will 
be a German soldier who will push the boundary stone of our language and customs further 
against our enemies.”38 As Kristin Kopp and Izabela Surynt have demonstrated, Debit and 
Credit likened Germany’s eastern borderlands to a colonial setting, with the Germans ap-
pearing as the bearers of a culture on a civilizing mission against both an untamed nature 
and the resistance of the indigenous Polish population.39 In the novel, the borderlands’ Poles 
threaten the cultural advance and life of the German settlers, whose fragile position is sym-
bolized through the exposed land estate of the von Rothsattel family. The position can only 
be held after the manor house is temporarily turned into a fortress, manned by German 
settlers who are ready to sacrifice their life for the defense of the frontier. With the Polish 
onslaught fought off, the manor house becomes a bridgehead of expansion once again: “. . . 
and a flock of strong boys will jump out of the Slavic castle, and a new German generation, 
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peasant-like in body and soul, will spread over the land, a generation of colonists and con-
querors.”40

Debit and Credit is arguably the first text that introduced a large German readership to 
the idea of a frontier situation in the east. Also, the novel’s Prussian orientation testified to a 
shift of attention from the Austrian to the Prussian borderlands after 1848. With the fusion 
of Prussian state patriotism and German nationalism, followed by the foundation of a Ger-
man nation state under Prussian leadership in 1871, the strong presence of Polish speakers 
in Prussia’s eastern provinces and calls for the provinces’ Germanization took center stage in 
German national discourses. The Austrian government, on the other hand, was forced onto 
a course of institutionalized compromise with the monarchy’s various nationalities in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. A state-sponsored Germanization policy ceased to be 
an option.

From its early days on, the German Empire strongly promoted the use of German by 
all its citizens and suppressed the public use of Polish as the native language of its largest 
national minority.41 Although the “Kulturkampf ” of the 1870s was directed against the influ-
ence of the Catholic Church in Germany in general, it had an important anti-Polish aspect.42

The most remarkable component of the Germanization policy, however, was the establish-
ment of the “Royal Settlement Commission for the Provinces of West Prussia and Posen” in 
1886. The purpose of this state-funded institution was to substantially increase the number 
of German inhabitants in Prussia’s eastern borderlands by purchasing large land estates and 
reselling them after their parcellation to German farmers.43 Bismarck defended the settle-
ment policy in the Prussian House of Representatives as a defensive measure to counteract 
the exodus of ethnic Germans from Prussia’s eastern provinces and to stop the provinces’ 
creeping Polonization: “We do not want to exterminate Polish culture but we want to protect 
Germandom from extermination.”44 With the establishment of the Settlement Commission, 
the policy of ethnic homogenization of the borderlands acquired a new quality. The very idea 
of changing the ethnic composition of the borderlands through a state-sponsored, large-
scale population movement foreshadowed the far more radical resettlement politics of the 
twentieth century. It is important to note, however, that the Prussian settlement policy not 
only had to operate within the narrow confines set by the rule of law, but it also met with 
fierce opposition in the parliaments, mostly from socialist and Catholic politicians who de-
fended the equality of all citizens, regardless of their ethnic or religious background.

Political action requires symbolization in order to generate popular support. With the 
shift toward a comprehensive Germanization policy in Prussia’s east and the opposition this 
caused, the frontier myth gained new relevance. In 1882, a second and much more com-
prehensive reconstruction of the Marienburg began. Reflecting the professionalization of 
historic preservation in the late nineteenth century, its leading architect, Conrad Steinbrecht, 
strove for the reconstruction of the fortress’ authentic appearance during its heyday around 
1400.45 The funds flowing into the project were substantial, and the Hohenzollern family took 
renewed interest in the construction works. Wilhelm II, in particular, became a frequent visi-
tor to the Marienburg and used the medieval castle as a stage for political ceremonies.

Despite Steinbrecht’s pursuit of historical authenticity, the Marienburg assumed the 
quite ahistorical meaning of an eastern bulwark of Germandom. When German citizens 
called a fundraising organization into being in 1884 in order to support the second recon-
struction, their public announcement began with the following statement: “The Marienburg, 
the most magnificent landmark of medieval architecture in our country, has to be adored by 
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every German as the site from where the [Teutonic] Order’s powerful and organizing hand 
won a large territory for the German Empire and for German culture.”46 Statements like these 
mirrored Heinrich von Treitschke’s interpretation of the Monastic State, which he had begun 
to promote in the 1860s. The influential German historian, notorious for his chauvinistic 
nationalism, praised the Baltic conquests of the Teutonic Knights through which “our people 
already developed on a small territory the main directions of colonial politics—the same 
ones that the Spaniards and English later carried out with similar success in the enormous 
spaces of the Americas.”47

Treitschke offers evidence for German perceptions of the eastern borderlands as a qua-
si-colonial space—a view that emerged during the nineteenth century48 but became preva-
lent in the mid-twentieth, when Nazi Germany tried to establish a colonial empire in Eastern 
Europe. Recent studies inspired by postcolonialism have to be credited for shedding light 
on the connection between overseas colonialism and German perceptions of the European 
east.49 It is important, however, not to overlook the principal differences between Germany’s 
borderlands and colonies. Unlike the indigenous populations in Europe’s overseas colonies, 
Prussia’s Poles were full-fledged citizens. They were able to defend themselves in the courts, 
to mobilize national and international public support against their discrimination, and to 
undermine the government’s Germanization and settlement policy through the use of highly 
effective economic countermeasures. What caused the intensity of the conflict in Germany’s 
eastern borderlands was the very fact that the alleged colonial “subjects” did not behave like 
colonial subjects were supposed to. The power relation between the would-be colonizers and 
intended colonized lacked the extreme asymmetry of a classical colonial situation. Therefore, 
depicting the German-Polish borderlands as a quasi-colonial space, for which Kristin Kopp 
suggested the useful term “colonialization,”50 was both a strategy of legitimizing radical po-
litical measures, and wishful thinking on the part of those who did not want to recognize the 
political strengths of the Polish national movement.

At the turn of the century, most of the German literature on the Eastern Marches re-
flected fears that the entire Germanization project might fail and that the eastern borderlands 
might fall victim to a process of reverse colonization. In his book on The Battle over the East-
ern March, Carl Fink described the pockets of Polish settlements in eastern Germany as the 
“foamy splashes of an approaching large Slavic wave.” He called for the erection of a “firm 
bulwark where the waves can break.”51 Similarly, Christian Petzet’s book on Prussia’s Eastern 
Marches is dominated by concerns about the Polish advance in the east.52 In Petzet’s view, 
“the preservation and strengthening of Germandom against imminent Polonization” was the 
Eastern Marches’ “vital question.”53 As he outlines in a chapter on “the borderland,” Prussia’s 
already disadvantageous boundary in the east does not allow for any westward shift without 
substantially weakening the German position.54 Petzet registered with concern that the eco-
nomic gap between Germans and Poles was closing. Polish farmers achieved productivity 
levels on par with their German counterparts. Unlike in the colonies, it was a strong economic 
competitor with full access to the arena of parliamentary politics in Germany, rather than a 
violent insurgency, that challenged the position of the Germans in the eastern borderlands.55

Failure and Radicalization: The Path toward “Ethnic Cleansing”
In 1904, Clara Viebig published her bestselling novel The Sleeping Army.56 The book describes 
the effects of the Prussian settlement policy through the lens of a German village created in 
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the solidly Polish environment of the eastern provinces. Far from advancing the German-
ization of the east in any significant way, the German settlement antagonized the region’s 
Polish inhabitants without binding the new settlers to the land. If we are willing to treat The 
Sleeping Army as evidence of the views of those who supported the Germanization policy, 
the novel’s apocalyptic visions suggest a significant change of mood around 1900. Freytag’s 
self-confidence has given way to Viebig’s anticipation of possible defeat. In many ways, Viebig 
provided an accurate description of the problems the Settlement Commission policy faced. 
Despite enormous investments, the overall results of the settlement policy fell short of the 
expectations. The number of German families settled in the predominantly Polish counties 
of the eastern provinces was too low to challenge the Polish majority. By irony of history, the 
share of Poles, which had been on the decline over the course of the nineteenth century, began 
to rise again after the Prussian Settlement Commission was created.57 Instead of weakening 
the Polish element, the government’s anti-Polish policy strengthened the national conscious-
ness among its Polish-speaking citizens. Even the Commission’s effect on landownership was 
not convincing. Thanks to Polish countermeasures, such as the establishment of Polish credit 
unions for the support of Polish farmers in financial trouble, or the exertion of intense social 
pressure on Poles to sell their land only within the Polish community, Polish landownership 
did not decrease but instead increased after 1886.

The aggressive rhetoric of the “Eastern Marches Society” (Ostmarkenverein), a private 
German organization founded in 1894 to pressure the government to pursue an uncompro-
mising Germanization policy,58 or Chancellor von Bülow’s condescending remarks regarding 
the Poles’ “rabbit-like fertility,” were signs of growing desperation at the turn of the century.59

The Polish national movement had proven its ability to successfully counteract the Prussian 
settlement policy and to mobilize Prussia’s Polish citizens against the government’s discrimi-
natory language policy. The school strike in the town of Wreschen in the province of Posen in 
1901 demonstrated the popular appeal of Polish nationalism and the government’s helpless-
ness in breaking the Polish resistance to the Germanization policy.60 Against this backdrop, 
German right-wing nationalists demanded a radicalization of means. In particular, they pro-
moted a Germanization policy no longer bound to the rule of law.61 During the convention 
of the Pan-German League in the spring of 1902, the editor of the Alldeutsche Blätter, Paul 
Samassa, echoed a rapidly spreading conviction: “The sharpest weapon the Poles can use 
against Germandom is the Prussian constitution.”62

This is the political context in which we have to place Viebig’s The Sleeping Army.
The novel created a scenario of imminent danger: while the German settlers in the eastern 
borderlands lack the numbers, the determination, and the political wisdom to defend the 
German frontier, Polish peasants are depicted as an anarchic force that might at any time 
roll over the islands of German settlement with a pogrom-like temper. Telling are the dark 
prophecies of the novel’s most mysterious figure, the old Polish shepherd Dudek, whose pre-
dictions regarding the rise of a mythical Polish army gave the novel its title. In one of the key 
scenes, Dudek tries to instigate the Polish peasants by reminding them of their ancestors’ 
willingness to fight against the Germans:

Your fathers did not sleep. They ground their scythes until they became sharper than swords, 
and then they mowed the German dogs at Koschmin and Tschemieschno, at Minoslaw and 
Sokolowo. At Stenschewo the bullets flew around like hailstones, but the Holy Mother caught 
them in her pinafore. And the Polish mothers did not sleep either. Listen!
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As the German militia was stationed in Buk, in every house two or three of them, Virgin 
Mother strengthened the women’s hearts so that the pigeons turned into eagles. And they 
gave the Germans to drink—a lot—until all of them were drunk. And when they slept in the 
cots and barns, on the barn floors and haylofts, the Polish mothers sneaked up to them with 
their knives, and they cut off the devils’ beards, the noses and ears, the fingers and toes, and 
made the blood of Poland’s enemies flow like water.63

Scenarios of threat provide the strongest arguments for radical “defensive” measures. 
With her gruesome prophecies, Clara Viebig warned of the dire consequences of a failing 
Germanization policy. It was the same perception of danger that drove Wilhelm II’s call to 
close the ranks in defense of the Eastern Marches in his aforementioned address, and the an-
nouncement of his chancellor von Bülow in 1902 that a harsher course of action against the 
activities of Polish nationalists would be required.64

The beginning of the new century was a watershed moment for the proponents of Ger-
man imperialism. They began to believe in a chain of defeats that the German Empire had 
allegedly been suffering on the eastern frontier, in its colonies, and in its competition with 
imperial rivals.65 The aggressive political rhetoric of Wilhelm II and his last prewar adminis-
tration, the alarmism of the nationalistic organizations such as the Pan-German League and 
the Eastern Marches Society, and the excessively brutal suppression of the Herero, Nama, 
and Maji Maji uprisings in Germany’s African colonies between 1904 and 1907 were not 
signs of self-confidence. They testified, rather, to German fears that the nation was perhaps 
incapable of reaching the self-set imperial goals.

Driven by right-wing political forces, the government was increasingly ready to violate 
generally accepted legal norms in order to increase the effectiveness of the Germanization 
policy.66 In 1904, the Prussian parliament passed a law that gave the authorities the right to 
deny building permits in cases where the construction contradicted the aims of the Prussian 
settlement policy. This was the case with any farmhouse in the east built or modernized by 
Polish citizens.67 1908 saw a new national Association Law, which forced Polish-speaking cit-
izens to conduct public meetings exclusively in German.68 In the same year, the Prussian Diet 
passed the “Law for the Strengthening of Germandom in the provinces of Posen and West 
Prussia.” Since the Settlement Commission had run out of land estates to purchase as a re-
sult of Polish organized resistance against the settlement policy, the new law allowed for the 
expropriation of (Polish) farmland.69 With the Expropriation Law of 1908, Prussia crossed 
the Rubicon. Basic legal principles, such as the equality of all citizens before the law and the 
protection of private property, were sacrificed for the sake of the Germanization policy. If the 
twentieth century was the century of expulsions, the Expropriation Law was Germany’s step 
into that century, during which Germans figured prominently both as perpetrators and as 
victims of large-scale forced migration.

To be sure, the law of 1908 faced massive political resistance before it was passed. In 
fact, both the domestic opposition to the discrimination against Prussia’s Polish citizens and 
the international protests were so strong that the Prussian administration hesitated to en-
force the law. In the end, the law didn’t amount to any more than the expropriations—against 
compensation according to market prices—of four land estates in 1912. Therefore, the his-
tory of the Prussian expropriation law testifies to both the political radicalization of the Ger-
man borderland policy before 1914, and the stability of the political and constitutional dams 
against large-scale expropriations for the sake of the Germanization policy. By irony of his-
tory, it was the government of the Polish state—reestablished after the First World War—that 
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made systematic use of a similar law in order to advance the Polonization of the same region, 
after it had become the western borderland of Poland in 1919.70

We still lack a sufficient amount of comparative research on this issue. But it is likely 
that Prussia’s settlement policy became a model—in the Polish case also the justification—for 
the borderland policies pursued by the new East Central European nation states established 
after the war. The governments of Poland and Czechoslovakia pursued a similar policy in 
their respective borderlands by combining socially and economically motivated land reforms 
with the goal of weakening the position of minority populations.71 Throughout interwar East 
Central Europe, fears of “internal enemies” and “fifth colonies,” fears of losing control over 
the fringes of the state territory, and fears of proving unable to unify the national society led 
to the policy of forced ethnic homogenization. Yet it took the experience of another world 
war, and of the brutality of Germany’s war of extermination in the east, before large-scale 
forced resettlements became a widely accepted means of clearing East Central Europe’s bor-
derlands of minority populations and creating ethnically homogeneous nation states.

Returning to the German discourse on the eastern borderlands and the legacy of 
the nineteenth century, there is no question that the experience of World War I—which 
ended for Germany with defeat and the loss of large parts of the former borderlands to Po-
land—contributed to a further radicalization. Although Germany entered the war with the 
experience that the Germanization policy in Prussia’s Polish provinces did not produce the 
expected results, political and military leaders considered implementing a similar German-
ization policy in Russia’s Baltic provinces occupied by German troops in 1915.72 In the case 
of the envisioned annexation of a Polish border strip, however, the continuation of the tra-
ditional Germanization policy was no longer considered. The government officials, military 
leaders, and scholarly experts involved agreed that the annexation of additional Polish land 
would require the removal of the Polish population. No longer did anyone harbor hopes that 
Poles—or any other ethnic group with a comparably strong sense of nationality—could be 
Germanized.73 Wherever land was inhabited by people who were likely to resist assimilation, 
annexation was perceived as an attractive option only if the land could be emptied of its 
foreign inhabitants.

In December 1914, only a few months after the outbreak of the war, Adolf von Ba-
tocki, Governor of East Prussia, proposed in a memorandum to the German government 
that the acquisition of new land in the east be followed by a “comprehensive resettlement.” 
Von Batocki stressed the modernity of such a policy and believed that the Prussian state 
would be capable of organizing large-scale resettlements with minimal collateral damage. In 
March 1915, Friedrich von Schwerin, then head of the provincial administration in Frank-
furt/Oder and chairman of the Society for Inner Colonization, seconded such views with 
another memorandum: “The German people, the greatest colonizing people on earth, have 
again been given a great colonizing task. . . . The current world war provides the opportu-
nity—maybe for the last time in world history—for Germany to resume in a resolute way its 
colonizing mission in the east.”74 Von Schwerin left no doubts that this mission would entail 
massive population movements. “Since almost the entire earth is settled, new land can usu-
ally only be won at the expense of those who own the land,” he declared, and thus, one has to 
get used to the “idea of the ‘resettlement’ of large masses of people.”75

We should not overestimate the radicalizing effect of the war, though. The views ex-
pressed by people like von Schwerin and von Batocki were not so much the product of the 
war as they were the result of the prewar experiences. In fact, none of the large-scale Ger-
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manization and resettlement fantasies materialized during the war. The factual constraints 
of a war of attrition fought with limited resources, the sheer need to avoid unrest in the oc-
cupied territories and to secure the cooperation of their non-German inhabitants, forced the 
German policy in the east onto a path of moderation rather than radicalization. Pragmatism 
tended to prevail over the utopian ideas from the early days of the war. Signs of this pragma-
tism can be found Friedrich Naumann’s bestselling book Mitteleuropa, published in 1915.76

Although Naumann called for the unification of Central Europe under German leadership, 
the book’s most remarkable message was the rejection of the former Germanization policy, 
and the promotion of tolerance for the languages and cultures of East Central Europe:

In former times, they [the Teutons] transformed many Slavs and other alien people into Ger-
mans (Brandenburg, Lusatia, Silesia, Pomerania, Prussia). Suddenly, however, they stood still 
as though in front of a wall. Today, they are still standing in front of the same wall. How great 
would it be for us if Czechs could be turned into Germans! But this is simply impossible. 
Those days are gone; both sides are too old for this. . . . It is the tragic guilt of the current Pan-
German Germanizers that they fail to recognize the turn of the tide.77

It took the experience of Germany’s military defeat in 1918 to bring the radical forces 
to the fore again. The worst German anxieties of the prewar years seemed to be confirmed by 
the territorial losses in the east, the dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy, the emergence of 
new nation states in East Central Europe, where German-speaking citizens found themselves 
as national minorities deprived of their formerly privileged status, followed by the exodus of 
hundreds of thousands of Germans from East Central Europe.

Whereas the demands of right-wing radicals regarding the borderland policy met with 
considerable opposition within German society before 1914, Germany’s postwar govern-
ments could count on overwhelming support for the defense of the Eastern Marches and the 
reclamation of lost territories. These sentiments would soon find their most comprehensive 
expression in the imperial utopias of the Nazi party and the quest for lebensraum in the east. 
Little was new about these fantasies. The Nazis only had to adopt the radical ideas developed 
before 1914, when the Germanization policy in Prussia’s Polish provinces did not produce 
the expected results. One of the most important elements of these prewar ideas was the belief 
that the value of the borderlands (and later of the conquered territories in the east) would in-
crease with the removal of its alien inhabitants. It had made its inroads far into the bourgeois 
camp and the government circles before 1914. After 1918, it became a widely held view not 
only in Germany, but also among the elites of Central and Eastern Europe’s new nation states. 
The stage was set for a century of “ethnic cleansing.” At the end of this century, little was left 
of the ethnic heterogeneity that once characterized Central Europe’s borderlands.
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Between Empire and Nation State
OUTLINE FOR A EUROPEAN CONTEMPOR ARY 
HISTORY OF THE JEWS, 1750–1950

Dan Diner

This chapter explores the epistemic and conceptual advantages of integrating the transna-
tional or diasporic Jewish experience into European History in order to overcome the nation 
state paradigm that is so inherent to continental historical thought. The experience of the 
Jews as a physically dispersed population united nevertheless by religion and liturgy, as well 
as by semi-religious memorial and ethnic bonds, makes for a unique store of preconceptual 
knowledge that can be cognitively transformed into actual notions of historical understand-
ing. This understanding focuses first and foremost on the institutional, political, and cultural 
fabric of substantial changes in the age of transition from premodern patterns of life and 
modes of social intercourse into modernity.

Seen through this lens, the Jewish experience serves as a seismograph of knowledge 
and understanding in an age of profound changes—not least the conflict-ridden transforma-
tion that accompanied the shift from the variety of imperial integration into the homogene-
ity of emergent nation states—that extends well into the web of the first half of the twentieth 
century, but removing the Holocaust from the core to the margin. Removing the core event 
of the century from the center to the margin seems to become justified by methodological 
and ethical reasons that need not be elaborated here. Just one reason should be mentioned: 
by avoiding the Holocaust, the narration of modern Jewish history proposed in this chapter 
permits a closer look at the events up to the Holocaust. Such an approach highlights the role 
and nature of contingency in historical understanding, the recognition of which is urgently 
needed in the case of the Holocaust, especially in view of narratives that tend to assert alleged 
and/or largely overstated modes of a supposed continuity. This approach allows the actual 
contemporary human experience a more appropriate share in the reconstruction of the past, 
and avoids—to the extent that it is possible—being overwhelmed by the impact of teleology. 
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This methodological preference is valid despite our awareness of the evident and unavoid-
able truth that catastrophic intrusions draw events that occurred before and after them into 
their vortex.

Embarking from a perspective located in a period up to the Holocaust and not of the 
Holocaust itself, I attempt here to sketch the contours of a European narrative focusing on 
the experiences of the Jews as an exceptional population whose religious, institutional and 
cultural fabric in the continent was traditionally situated beyond, beside, and above that of 
the body politic generally considered to be the nation state. Indeed, the Jews as a diasporic 
population fit rather well into the framework of multinational empires and apparently less 
well into homogeneous and therefore assimilatory nation states, no matter how liberal they 
may have been.1 The Jews and their respective institutions, forms of social intercourse, hab-
its, and languages as well as their hybrid cultures more generally—had an exceptionally pre-
modern proclivity. In modernity—and that is the core of the thesis presented here—the Jews 
represented residues of premodern nationes, remaining as fragments of former corporate 
estates in modernity, remnants of Empire, so to speak.2

This sounds like a forthright repeal of everything generally accepted, namely the large-
ly undisputed assumption that the Jews were—as Horkheimer and Adorno put it in their 
Dialectic of Enlightenment—pioneers of modernity. Conversely, here they are portrayed as 
distinctive agents of lingering premodern patterns within modernity. True, as individuals the 
Jews were quite evidently pioneers of modern time. The whole history of innovations in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries is packed with Jews.3 But is this assumption really true for 
the Jews as a collective? At the level of collectivity, premodern patterns stubbornly prevailed. 
The history of Jewish integration into modernity was accompanied by ambiguity and con-
flict. This applies first and foremost to questions of belonging—to citizenship, equality, and 
nationality,4 and this quite apart from the problematic record of secularized Christianity’s 
attitude toward the Jews. By and large, modernity, in the guise of the territorial nation state 
and its striving for homogeneity and loyalty, confronted different Jewries with constant de-
mands for accommodation. And these demands were accompanied by inner upheavals and 
conflicts regarding never-ending question of belonging—evoking the fundamental internal 
and external query as to who, after all, are the Jews?5 Emancipation and modernity brought 
about the right of citizenship on the one hand, and its contractions and warping on the other. 
This phenomenon of continuous and unresolved tension, so distinctive to Jewish existence 
in modernity, can be read or re-read through the proposed perspective, namely, the very 
prism of perceiving Jewish existence as impregnated with prevailing residues of premoder-
nity in modernity. This perspective—focusing on the transformation of premodern modes of 
social intercourse and their institutional patterns into those of modernity, all in the wake of 
an overall transformation from (premodern) empires into (modern) nation states, has to be 
chosen as our perspective on the Jewish catastrophe up to the Holocaust.6 And this as a pivot 
and as an epistemic angle for our general agenda: an integrated European historical narrative 
of understanding beyond the nation state—following the experience of different Jewries as a 
collective as well as Jews as individuals against the backdrop of the upheavals of modernity.

Sorting out our subject from the early modern period to the heyday of the nation state 
requires that we begin with Jewish institutional autonomy—and do so largely from an East 
European perspective.7

In the beginning was the Va'ad Arba Aratsot—the Jewish Council of the Four Lands, 
the synod of Jewry in the realm of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a corporate so-
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cial order in a premodern imperial context.8 The synod embodied a degree of autonomy 
and self-administration that was obviously unattainable for Jews elsewhere in their diasporic 
existence. Its origin can be traced back to a royal charter, a privilege obtained in 1551 from 
Sigismund II Augustus. This privilege was derived from the poll tax the Jews had to pay col-
lectively. And this collectively demanded requirement and liability gave rise to a whole net-
work of self-administering Jewish institutions, in particular for legal regulation in almost all 
social, religious, and personal affairs—including the election of rabbis and judges.9 It was no 
accident that Simon Dubnow, the renowned Russian-Jewish historian of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries—and the foremost protagonist of a modern, transterritorial 
autonomy of the Jews in the realm of the Russian empire and beyond—would come to cel-
ebrate the royal charter of 1551 as the very “Magna Carta” of Jewish independence.10

This dense and complex network of self-administering institutions drew upon the ad-
ministrative body of the kahal, the communal council, which, according to Dubnow, was the 
“nucleus” of the cultural autonomy that he would seek grow for the Jews.11 The communal 
institution of the kahal, formally abolished in Russia in 1844, led to all manner of specula-
tions about and hostility toward Jewish autonomy, disparagingly called “a state within the 
state” during the fairly lengthy period in which absolutist rulers were engaged in increasing 
integration, unification, rationalization, and homogenization of their realms.12 The Habsburg 
Emperor Joseph II, for instance, decreed in 1782 that business documents written in Hebrew 
or Yiddish would not be admissible as evidence in the courts.13 Moreover, he abolished group 
responsibility for toleration taxes and subjected the Jews to all the political, civil, and juridi-
cal processes of the land. The Austrian emperor was resolved to grant the Jews equal rights, 
but on condition of putting an end to their political separation, in such a fashion that their 
religion would remain the only distinction between them and their compatriots. Finally the 
French Revolution challenged corporate Jewish autonomy thanks to its transformation of the 
previous vertical social order into an individualization of the person as citizen on the basis 
of a horizontal geometry of legal equality.14 The anti-corporate agenda of the Revolution 
abhorred any institutional difference in the body of the nation. As individual citizens, the 
Jews were to be granted everything, but as a natio, a corporate body and vessel of premodern, 
residual emblems of collective belonging, as a corps de nation—they were to be granted noth-
ing whatsoever. As Clermont-Tonnerre declared: “They should not be allowed to form in the 
state either a political body or an order.”15 Taking the civic oath entailed renunciation of all 
privileges and exceptions. Autonomy had come to an end.

By stripping the Jewish communities of their corporate formation and self-adminis-
tration, a transformation of the emblems of Jewish belonging was engendered. While in the 
West religion could become internalized as simple personal faith and thus made to some ex-
tent invisible, in the East a traditional social order hampered the differentiation of religious 
belief, ethnic belonging, and social stratification.16 In such an environment, changes toward 
modern forms of social intercourse and their proper institutional settings were evidently 
delayed. Collective Jewish self-awareness as well as Jewish visibility was largely preserved. 
Under the conditions of modernization and secularization, this tendency may be termed 
a process of ethnification—the transformation of the emblems of Judaism (and the sacred 
elements enshrined in it) into those of Jewishness (as a result of profanation). This ongoing 
process of secularization was accompanied by alteration of the realm of text on which the 
diasporic Jewish existence of Jews was “eternally” founded—the rule of divine law and its 
continuous interpretation by rabbinical authorities—into the profane modes of textual sto-
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rytelling as history. This transformation was first triggered by the Jewish Enlightenment, the 
Haskalah, and disseminated by the different types of maskilim.17 The transition from (divine) 
Law into (profane) History is one of the most substantive transformations of the age of Jew-
ish Enlightenment.18 It was part and parcel of a process that should be entitled the “secondary 
conversion”19—a Jewish conversion of the framework of Judaism and its transformation, so 
to speak, into Jewries. Among other phenomena of the “secondary conversion,” such as in 
the domain of religious practices or especially in the establishment of profane hermeneutics 
in interpreting Jewish texts (as introduced by the Wissenschaft des Judentums),20 the very 
meaning of the “Jew” as a collective underwent fundamental change, when the largely litur-
gical meaning of the People of Israel (Am Yisrael) was converted into a successively national 
and ethnic understanding of the Jewish People (ha-am ha-yehudi).21

This ongoing transformation from sacred text into historical thought brought about 
the emergence of a nationally oriented and more “sociologically” inclined Jewish historiog-
raphy in the later nineteenth century, as proposed by Simon Dubnow.22 Here a new concept 
of the kahal moved continuously to the forefront of collective self-perception. Unlike the 
original kahal that formed the basic institution of Jewish autonomy and was abolished by 
absolutist rule and the later French-inspired Civil Code, or similar undertakings of more 
hesitant reform further east, the newly conceptualized kahal constituted a historical par-
adigm and a subject of intellectual quest grounded in notions of a nonterritorial Jewish 
autonomy.23 The vanishing religiously impregnated corporate political form was thus con-
verted into the narration of a collective consciousness of national self-awareness, though 
situated beyond the notions and concepts of state, territoriality, and ethnic homogeneity, 
otherwise so distinctive of the general historiography of the nations in whose midst the Jews 
were dwelling. According to this transnational, diasporic understanding of Jewish history, 
the pinkasim, the protocols of the organs of Jewish self-administration, were moved to the 
forefront in order to become the main source for a modern Jewish historiography centering 
on the Jews as a collective and as a nation beyond the previous liturgical meaning of Am
Yisrael.24

The ubiquitous process of further differentiation of the Jews on the basis of distinctive 
national citizenships and their associated loyalties to the various nation states in which they 
were living ran counter to the transterritorial and transnational strands which infused Jewish 
diasporic existence,25 as is amply demonstrated by forms of Jewish diplomacy at the time.26

This began happening when the balance of power and its regulations, as restored in the wake 
of the Congress of Vienna in 1815, started to disintegrate in the 1880s. The logic of this bal-
ance, which encompassed a system of continuous negotiations and clarifications of interests 
and conflicts among the powers, allowed the Jews throughout the nineteenth century to co-
ordinate their interest “internationally.” Jewish political intervention, using the diplomatic 
stage offered by a system of regulations based on a principle of balance, originated in the 
traditional organ of Jewish intercession as conducted within the framework of premodern 
and corporate Jewish autonomy. While traditional intercession, shtadlanuth, was carried out 
by the agents of the corporate order, the later stage of Jewish diplomacy—under conditions 
of full emancipation on the basis of citizenship or of a incomplete citizenship—was largely 
carried out by notables with access to courts and chancelleries.27 The historian Salo W. Baron 
dealt in his doctoral dissertation with the Jewish intercessions and interventions at the Con-
gress of Vienna in 1814–1815.28 The further presence of Jewish individuals and organizations 
at future peace conferences, especially at the Berlin Congress, was rightfully characterized by 
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Fritz Stern as the “European Concert of Jewries.” The goal of this common action was by and 
large to obtain legal equality for Jews, including civil rights.29

The first indication of such an evolution from premodern intercession to a more mod-
ern form of diplomatic action was seen at the Congress of Vienna. It was there that Jews from 
Frankfurt am Main, Lübeck, Hamburg, and Bremen demanded that safeguards be instituted 
for the rights they had obtained by Napoleonic reforms, especially property rights concern-
ing real estate. The Jewish demands were supported by chief negotiators Hardenberg for 
Prussia and Metternich for Austria.

Another climactic event in Jewish diplomatic intervention at the threshold of modern 
forms of intercession occurred in the wake of the notorious Damascus Affair of 1840, a ritual 
murder or so called blood-libel charge. This event should be recognized as a kind of proto-
type of Jewish diplomatic intervention in favor of Jews under foreign rule. The Damascus 
Affair was widely discussed in the newly evolving European public sphere, communicated by 
an emerging culture of a widely circulating press. It erupted in the midst of the already heat-
ed discourse on the emancipation of the Jews, the so-called Judenfrage, the Jewish Question, 
as it emerged in the wake of emancipation and the demand for equal rights and citizenship.30

In this debate, figures of prominence became involved, among them Heinrich Heine and 
Karl Marx. The Damascus Affair as a foundational event of modern Jewish politics generated 
via discourse a common Jewish realm of political awareness and solidarity, something like a 
common Jewish “public sphere,” transgressing the different Jewries while encompassing the 
Jews of the West, the Jews in East, and the Jews of the Orient.31 Subsequent to this seminal 
event in Jewish consciousness at the temporal watershed from the premodern to the mod-
ern, the kidnapping and compulsory baptism of a Jewish child in Rome in 1858, the notori-
ous Mortara case, then brought the Paris-based Alliance Israélite Universelle into being in 
1860.32 Besides its intervention in behalf of persecuted Jews, this internationally active Jewish 
organization was involved in disseminating French language and culture as heralds of the 
emancipation of humankind. This engagement fit well with the policy of Napoleon III, who 
sought to disseminate the ideas of nationality inside the domains of multinational empires. 
In 1878, Jewish individuals and Jewish organizations, including the Alliance, were consider-
ably involved at the Congress of Berlin—convened by Bismarck following the eighth Otto-
man–Russian war—in order to attain equal rights for the Jews of Romania.33 How deeply this 
politics of a more modern Jewish intercession on the stage of an international congress based 
on the principles of the balance of power was interwoven with traditional Jewish intercession 
was shown convincingly in Fritz Stern’s Gold and Iron.34

The Congress of Berlin was by and large the last international conference of impor-
tance orchestrated by the Great Powers. From now on the common European imperial space 
of international order, based on the principle of balance of power, drifted apart. That also 
meant the end of the “European Concert of Jewry.”

The so-called “revolution of alliances” of the European state-system acted to substan-
tially narrow the scope and latitude for Jewish diplomacy, which was in any case marginal 
and ineffective. Emerging in the 1870s, the alliance system became increasingly destructive 
in the 1880s, culminating in the establishment of two opposing blocks based on rivalry and 
enmity—a tendency of dualistic opposition which brought about the “seminal catastrophe” 
of World War I. In any event, the structural prerequisites for a shared Jewish political com-
monality and common diplomatic action were continuously undermined. After the loss of 
internationalism, inherent in the previous balance-of-power system, the Jews were even 
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more obliged to accommodate themselves to the growing demands for different national 
loyalties. The predicament of British Jewry on the eve of World War I and especially during 
the war is notorious.35

In 1907 the conflict between liberal England and autocratic Russia in the regions of 
the so-called Eastern Question and the Great Game was resolved, resulting in a functional 
division of Persia and paving the way for another alliance.36 The association with Russia not 
only contradicted Britain’s own parliamentary tradition, but was evidently opposed to its 
fundamental political orientation throughout the long nineteenth century. This unholy alli-
ance required of British Jewry to remain silent regarding the restrictive policies pursued by 
the Tsar toward the Jews on the grounds of raison d’état and in contrast to their long-held tra-
dition of criticism vis-à-vis imperial Russia. This was the moment of American Jewry, which, 
by establishing the American Jewish Committee in 1906 in reaction to the Kishinev pogrom, 
succeeded in bringing about the abrogation of the Russo-American commercial treaty of 
1832.37 This tendency accelerated after the irreversible downfall of continental empires in the 
wake of Word War I and the formation of a veritable myriad of nation states. All this served 
to augment expectations of loyalty, further impinging on the maneuverability of Jewish dip-
lomatic action and initiatives—a quandary which would impose its dramatic consequences 
on Jews in the interwar period, especially those in East-Central Europe.

Conversely, the increasing tendency toward the nationalization of empire in the nine-
teenth century, as well as the centrifugal shifts this process generated, led to conceptual pro-
visions of extraterritoriality, in an attempt to preserve the multinational fabric of empire 
and to safeguard imperial integrity. In order to neutralize the dismembering effects brought 
about by the combination of democratic representation on the one hand and the politiciza-
tion of language and culture on the other, obviously resulting in a breakup of the imperial 
domain and its metastasizing into territorial entities, a quasi-corporate concept beyond the 
democratically obligatory majority-rule was required. Among these quasi-corporate institu-
tions beyond and above majority and minority relations was the Austro-Marxist principle 
of national-personal autonomy, put forward at the dawn of the nineteenth century by Karl 
Renner und Otto Bauer.38 Its aim was the preservation of the multinational composition 
of the empire. In hindsight it seems probably more than mere irony that Austrian Social 
Democracy—by objecting to secession from the Empire on the basis of nationality—had no 
other option but to preserve the imperial fabric, and by implication the monarchy.

Social Democracy attempted to combine the principle of majority rule, anchored in 
arguments of democracy and demography and based on horizontally buttressed equality, 
with a cultural and linguistic autonomy that bore corporate traits and was indifferent to the 
respective numerical relations of majority and minority. Such a vision seemed to mesh well 
with Jewish intentions to reconcile liberalism grounded in formal equality and citizenship, 
while at the same time recognizing diversity. In the specific Austrian case, however, Social 
Democracy neither recognized the one and a quarter million Jews as a distinctive nationality, 
nor Yiddish as a collective Jewish language.39 With some instructive exaggeration, one can 
conclude that the most convenient preserver of the Jews as a nonterritorial and dispersed 
population happened to be the Emperor, delaying modernity while safeguarding the rem-
nants of premodern life-worlds, of corporate multinationality so to speak—enshrined in the 
framework of monarchy.

The principle of nationality accomplished in 1918–1919 happened to be a dubious vic-
tory over that of empire in Central and East-Central Europe. It became increasingly obvious 
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that the new and expanded nation states established on the ruins of the old empires were no 
less multiethnic than the empires they had so gladly conveyed to the graveyard of history. 
In order to paper over the evident gap between the newly established nations and their vari-
ous minorities, the Paris Peace Conference stipulated a conception of minority protection 
for those new and enlarged nation states, while limiting their sovereignty. The protection of 
minorities, entrenched in the peace treaties and enshrined in the constitutions of the differ-
ent new or enlarged states in Central, East-Central, and southeastern Europe, was attributed 
primarily to the efforts of Jewish organizations, individuals, and institutions at the peace 
conference, especially the Committée des Delégations Juives, headed mostly by individuals 
of Eastern and East-Central European imperial origin.40 The Jewish diplomatic impact was, 
however, highly exaggerated in public opinion as well as in historiography. The regulations 
of minority protection were meant primarily for the safeguard of ethnic Germans.41 The 
German Reich had suffered considerable losses in territory and population, especially in the 
East, and Germans—ethnic Germans as well as former citizens of the Reich—found them-
selves in the unusual condition of a national minority.

Nevertheless, a significant distinction has to be introduced: an ethnic minority is not 
just that. One can observe a noteworthy difference between those populations turned into 
ethnic minorities as a result of the secession of territories (newly established minorities, so to 
speak) carved out of a formerly majority population by dint of political readjustments, that 
is, minorities created by political circumstances, and to that extent obviously situational by 
character—and the minorities whose very formation was historical, formerly based on group 
privileges, so to speak. The latter never experienced any other condition than that of territo-
rial dispersion, namely, living within a surrounding majority and without any proper chance 
for territorial aspirations. These latter minorities were imperial nationalities to the extent 
that they had emerged from premodern and multinational empires without any aspirations 
to achieve control and sovereignty over national territory—they included Jews, Baltic Ger-
mans, Armenians, and Greeks, in the Russian Empire. And just for the sake of the argument: 
the noble estate as well.42

The historian Dubnow, who was highly attentive to the deliberations at the Paris 
Peace Conference on the question of minority rights in 1919, assumed that the notions 
and concepts of minority protection contained basic outlines of the kahal, the premodern 
form of Jewish communal self.43 After all, the institution of minority protection seemed to 
have been designed especially for such populations formerly living in imperial frameworks 
and endangered by probable politics of ethnic homogenization as pursued by newly estab-
lished, restituted, or enlarged nation states—especially Poland and Romania. The minori-
ties, historical and situational together, all in all 35–40 million people, established in 1925 
a joint institution, the Congress of European Nationalities in Geneva, in order to safeguard 
their semi-corporate rights enshrined in the respective treaties.44 This forum was led by 
individuals who had experienced the ethnic diversity of formerly existing empires—es-
pecially the Jewish international politician Leo Motzkin and the Baltic Germans Ewald 
Ammende and Paul Schiemann—and this continued down to the day when Nazi policy 
on the Jews in Germany brought that cooperation to an end.45 The minorities were divided 
and driven apart by revisionist territorial schemes and anti-Jewish sentiments. Situational 
minorities—such as Germans and Magyars—living near redrawn borders in compact set-
tlements, sought salvation through irredentism, while minorities of a more imperial type, 
being mostly scattered or of a peculiar urban character, could not aspire to effective attach-
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ments between ethnos and territory—Germans from the Baltic or the Banat for instance, 
and most especially, Jews.

At first, minority protection had become an issue in the wake of the anti-Jewish po-
groms in Eastern Poland in 1918, especially the pogroms of Lemberg, or L'viv, or Lwów—the 
city’s name depending on one’s ethnic affiliation—and the pogrom of Pinsk.46 This ethnic 
violence, committed in first place by Poles against Jews, was instigated by the rumors that the 
Jews were siding with the archenemies of Poland resurrected—either Bolsheviks or Ukraini-
ans. These highly violent events at the traditionally conflict-ridden space of the Kresy, the his-
torical borderlands of the East and the former Jewish Pale of Settlement, brought about the 
formation of an important American-Jewish organization: the American Jewish Congress, 
demanding a “Bill of Rights” for the Jews of Eastern Europe.47 Such a Bill of Rights incorpo-
rated not only civil and religious rights for individual Jews in the newly established nation 
states in East and East-Central Europe, but collective “group rights” as well. This demand had 
a dual cause. First, it embodied an immediate and contingent reaction to the recent pogroms; 
second, it reflected a much more profound layer of Jewish traditional awareness of collectiv-
ity and its autonomous regulations embedded in the formerly abrogated concept of the ka-
hal, amplified by a deep-seated Jewish mistrust with regard to the rising political ambitions 
of newly established nations based on principles of ethnicity rather than on citizenship—a 
constellation that was relatively muted by the previous, now defunct fabric of multinational 
and multiconfessional empires.

The complicated Polish–Jewish relationship was increasingly damaged even earlier—
peaking in the wake of the Fourth Duma elections of 1912.48 The Jews were watched ever 
more carefully by Polish nationalists who considered them to be a segment of the population 
that viewed the very idea of a Polish nation state with agnostic reserve.49 This dangerously 
hostile perception had been exacerbated by the consequences of the Russian Revolution, 
although its roots were of a more profound nature. After the quelling of the Polish January 
uprising of 1863 and the subsequent Tsarist policy of enforced Russification in Congress 
Poland, ever more Jews emigrated from the Russian areas proper into that realm. This Jewish 
population was of a specific character. The so-called Litvaks or Litvaki had been culturally 
shaped by the Jewish-Russian Enlightenment and Russian integration politics.50 Ethnic, i.e., 
Catholic, Poles regarded them as the trustees and compliant heralds of Empire; and as such 
they apparently had little enthusiasm for the prospects of Polish independence. Furthermore, 
the Litvaks favored Russian as an imperial and cosmopolitan language, facilitating a far 
greater prospect and scope for education, science, social communication, and imperial trade.

The attraction Jews felt for an imperial fabric—Stefan Zweig’s “World of Yesterday”—
its traditions and institutions, aroused suspicion among those who regarded the suprana-
tional Empires exclusively as hothouses of repression. With the establishment or “restora-
tion” of Poland after World War I, the former premodern expanse of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth was claimed by a new Polish nation state as its proper territorial space.51

That created a powerful tension between the newly introduced principle of an ethnically 
homogenous nation state, based on general suffrage, and the reality of a population com-
posed of a multitude of minorities, which, by and large and with the exception of the Jews, 
were situational minorities, dwelling in newly drawn border areas. This constellation became 
Poland’s predicament in the interwar period: minority problems were often transmuted into 
“external” border strife with the surrounding countries, and continuous frictions about bor-
ders became chronically transformed into “internal” minority problems.
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The unresolved self-perception of Poland—ethnically homogeneous or a federal body 
politic including ethnically different populations extending far into the East—triggered the 
largely forgotten Polish–Soviet War of 1920.52 This war on and about the historical border-
lands, which later brought about the “Curzon Line,” an ethnic demarcation line favoring by 
and large Polish claims, encompassed national, imperial, and also class components. As the 
Soviet forces under the command of Tukhachevsky advanced on Warsaw as a reaction to the 
Polish onslaught on Kiev, Jewish soldiers and officers of the Polish army as well as Jewish 
nurses in the hospitals were suspected of probable disloyalty. The Jewish military person-
nel were removed and interned in different camps. The most notorious of them was Camp 
Jablonna, actually established for Soviet prisoners of war.53

The advance and acculturation of Jews in the nineteenth century ensued mainly by 
adopting imperial languages and the canons of knowledge related to them. By contrast, local 
vernaculars were held in far less esteem. They had little utility for education and the universal 
and cosmopolitan cultures of science and learning. German, most particularly the German 
language of the Habsburg monarchy, can thus be qualified as an imperial language. After all, 
and along with its importance as a major cultural and academic language—the academic 
language of the nineteenth century—it was likewise the linguistic medium of administra-
tion, justice, and the military. Though Habsburg German did not differ either in grammar or 
syntax or in any other form from the German spoken and written in the German Reich—it 
evidently did so in its application. When, where, by whom, and with whom and under what 
circumstances and conditions was German spoken—at home, in public, in academia, for spe-
cific functions? In a volume of his autobiography The Tongue Set Free (Die gerettete Zunge), a 
Bulgarian-born German-language author of Sephardic-Jewish origin, Elias Canetti, provides 
an insightful everyday glimpse into the multitude of languages and their different meaning 
in a still multicultural although already waning setting, inherited from the imperial fabric of 
the Ottoman Empire in dissolution. The intriguing dialectics of language and belonging were 
highlighted ironically and to that extent quite accurately by the Austrian-Jewish émigré Felix 
Pollack, a poet and translator of German classics into English—and later a librarian at the 
University of Wisconsin in Madison—who also coined the saying “Es ist immer das gleiche. 
Die einen sind Deutsch und die anderen können es”—a distinction between those of German 
origin and those who command the German language.54

Clearly the manner and extent of German language usage by Jews in Prague under-
went significant changes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. And this not 
only in the wake of the literary legacy of Franz Kafka, whose biography and literary opus 
reflect the experience of transformation, the successive conversion of the employment of 
the German language by ethnic Germans on the one hand, and by German-speaking Jews 
on the other.55 Because of the notorious and ongoing struggle between Czechs and Germans 
in Bohemia and Moravia, the German-speaking Jews wedged between them progressively 
diminished their use of German, an imperial, and thus a cosmopolitan language, in the pub-
lic sphere, relegating it to the realm of the private and accepting Czech as a public means of 
communication. Kafka’s close friend, the Jewish poet Oskar Baum, was permanently blinded 
as a child in a scuffle with Czech school children because of the German schoolbooks he 
naïvely showed them. According to Kafka, he lost his eyesight as a German, a collective be-
longings he never had nor wished to have. Kafka, who spoke Czech fluently, was sent by his 
father—the father to whom his famous letter was addressed—on at least three occasions to 
negotiate with angry Czech employees at their homes. The father’s Czech, an allegedly “for-
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eign” language, was simply not good enough to deal with a conflict situation. Ernest Gellner, 
who was not born in Prague but was educated there, recollects an embarrassing, even men-
acing event as a child in primary school, when he dared to provoke his classmates by singing 
a Czech folksong in German.

The Jewish experience in Prague, in the ambit of an imperial culture falling apart as it 
transformed into an array of exclusive and antagonizing ethnic affiliations, seems to assume 
an epistemic meaning for a scholarly deciphering of the phenomenon of nationalism. The 
Czech lands—becoming after 1918–1919 the multinational Czechoslovak Republic, Czecho-
slovakia without or with a hyphen—however strongly Czech-leaning, became something of 
a cache of memory as well as of future knowledge for scholarly research on the phenomena 
of nationalism and ethnicity on neutral ground. This is true for Ernest Gellner in the fields 
of sociology and cultural anthropology, and also holds for Hans Kohn in the discipline of 
history, as well as for Karl W. Deutsch and his theory on “nationalism and social commu-
nication” in political science.56 All three originated in Prague. Karl Deutsch’s uncle, Julius 
Deutsch, was, incidentally, the commander of the socialist militia in Vienna, the Schutzbund,
which rose against the regime of Engelbert Dollfus in February 1934, and was subsequently 
crushed in the former imperial capital.57

In the late fall of 1939, Raphael Lemkin, a young lawyer and former state prosecutor 
in Warsaw, escaped the burning Polish capital and arrived via Lithuania in Riga, where he 
waited for passage to Stockholm and ultimately to the United States. In the Latvian capital, 
he went right away to meet the renowned historian Simon Dubnow, who had meanwhile 
become an icon of Jewishness, at his home in the neighborhood of Kaiserwald. Thanks to 
his liberal and anti-Bolshevik political stand and his leanings toward the Mensheviks, Dub-
now had moved from Petrograd to republican Berlin in 1922, where he hoped to continue 
his work on the subsequently highly esteemed, ten-volume “World History of the Jewish 
People.” The Bolsheviks despised him as a so-called “white” political émigré.58 In 1933, Dub-
now fled the Nazis and settled in the capital of still-independent Latvia, Riga. During their 
evening talk, Lemkin mentioned that he intended to exert himself—as he expressed it—to 
“outlaw the destruction of peoples.” Dubnow agreed by replying that “the most appalling 
part about this type of killing is that in the past it ceased to be a crime when large numbers 
were involved and when all of them happened to belong to the same nationality, or race, or 
religion.”59 Lemkin arrived in April 1941 in the United States and became noted for having 
coined the term “genocide,” and pushed hard for the acceptance of a United Nations Conven-
tion on such crimes.60 Dubnow fell victim to collective destruction in the Ghetto of Riga that 
very same year.

The dialogue between Simon Dubnow and Raphael Lemkin sounds—against the 
backdrop of future events—indeed unheimlich, or uncanny; and this because of its appar-
ently prophetic insight into the looming disaster. But neither Dubnow nor Lemkin imagined 
the coming catastrophe proper. Especially Dubnow, an epistemic empiricist of the Russian 
tradition and politically a liberal optimist of the nineteenth century type, could and would 
not dare to imagine an event of such a magnitude, one which only later, in distant hindsight, 
would be termed Holocaust. Moreover, in 1940, in a narrow temporal window of aware-
ness between war and genocide, Dubnow’s most outstanding younger followers, who had 
previously embraced diasporic Jewish politics such as autonomism, liberalism, or socialism, 
retreated into a mentality of profound disillusionment and pessimism. This reaction was not 
yet in anticipation of the still inconceivable looming catastrophe of the European Jews, but 
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in reaction to the earlier phases, wherein they experienced a general refutation of everything 
related to emancipation, civil equality, and human rights. Some of them even published the 
newly established and short-lived journal Afn sheydweg in Paris in 1939, and in response to 
their deep disappointment with the promises of the Enlightenment proclaimed a “return to 
the ghetto.”61 Such a deliberately considered return to the forms and norms of premodern 
Jewish existence was evidently out of reach. That former world was gone forever. And it was 
gone not only because fundamental changes in material life and in institutional settings had 
long ago transformed the now desired past, but because people’s minds and their compre-
hension of the world had been enlightened. The anger of disappointment and the energy it 
produced was not limited to the impact of the non-Jewish surroundings, but was ultimately 
directed against the Jewish adoption of enlightened culture in the guise of Haskala. This 
conjecture of the mind had tempted the Jews to leave their tradition and its meaning behind 
and enter the outside world by investing limitless faith in universal pledges. And having 
adopted the Haskala and abandoned the sacred interpretation of their holy texts in favor of 
the hermeneutics of modernity, they were blocked from any possible return to the origins of 
orthodoxy.

The disillusionment with universalism and its pledges among Jews in the twilight zone 
between war and genocide, or even before, in the later 1930s, was ubiquitous. Western Jews, 
having historically related the promises of emancipation to legal equality and individual ac-
ceptance, quarreled with the concept of human rights. Eastern Jews added to such disap-
pointment the ongoing abrogation of their collective rights, formerly enshrined in the peace 
treaties concluding World War I. A Jewish collective existence under diasporic conditions 
seemed obviously doomed.

Hannah Arendt’s fundamental inquiry into the very concept of universal human rights 
is eminently part and parcel of such a deep Jewish disappointment with universalism at that 
time. In her seminal treatise on the cataclysms of the twentieth century, the iconic Origins of 
Totalitarianism, while reflecting her own fate as a stateless refugee in France in the 1930s, she 
challenges that universal pledge in a remarkably short, yet extraordinarily substantial chap-
ter entitled “The Perplexities of the Rights of Man.”62 Her question is conceptual as well as 
political. And the question put forward is extremely radical in its scope and meaning. It goes 
along the following lines: is the validity of human rights exclusively related to the existing 
framework of the nation state, a body politic granting political and legal sanctuary only to 
those whose belonging to the community seems beyond question—or does it conceptually as 
well as politically give shelter to any human being? The answer was Jewish as well as universal 
in its negativity. Exclusion from the political community was the German-Jewish experience 
in the Nazi Reich, and pending exclusion—peaking in the later 1930s—was the chronically 
experienced fate of the Jews as a minority among other minorities in the interwar period 
and in the successor states of dissolved empires. Stripped of his or her former citizenship by 
de-nationalization or simply by the dissolution of empire, the stateless person was denied the 
protection of any statehood whatsoever. He or she was stranded in an obscured sphere of the 
political realm, in a nowhere region, beyond any possible legal refuge. This somber condi-
tion was threatening millions of people who suddenly emerged as ethnic minorities in newly 
established or enlarged nation states after World War I. In the convulsive interwar period, in 
the twilight of time and in a the troubled political space in-between—between Germany and 
Soviet Russia—the future of minorities, especially historical minorities without territorial 
inclinations, remnants and residues of empire, so to speak, were exposed to the menace of 
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discrimination, denationalization, expulsion, and ethnic violence. Already in the late 1920s 
and the early 1930s, when Raphael Lemkin endeavored to become legally involved in estab-
lishing the still nameless concept of collective destruction, critical inquiry could ominously 
anticipate the looming dangers. This state of creeping danger was quite poetically expressed 
in the German press already in 1929 as it mourned the toothless stipulations of minority 
protection: “There is in the League’s glass palace a dark room in which the light never enters 
and no sound emerges. This is the place where the protection of minorities is implemented.”63

In her “Perplexities,” Hannah Arendt laments the fact that without state protection, 
minorities and individuals belonging to an endangered collective may encounter a peril-
ous fate. The political philosopher is still thinking about the awkward fate of refugees, not 
the future disaster of ultimate destruction. Concerning the Jews, her argument tends in the 
direction of a territorial sanctuary. This argument entails a strong proto-Zionist strand.64

In 1940–1941—in between war and genocide—Hannah Arendt encounters Simon 
Dubnow. Obviously she did not encounter him in real life, but evidently there was a meeting 
in the realm of historical imagination and political expectation, an encounter exclusively in 
the realm of the mind.65 And in contradistinction to the previous encounter between Dub-
now and Lemkin, that dialogue was indeed Heimlich—transpiring exclusively in the domain 
of the text. To a certain extent, while embarking from a completely different experience of 
Jewish emancipation and its refutation—the German-Jewish experience—Arendt continued 
the discourse on the trail of Dubnow’s ideas of a Jewish collectivity and, to that extent, of a 
political Jewish existence. When his voice was silenced by the extermination of 1941, she 
started speaking up in America in the name of a Jewish nation, even in the name of the “Jew-
ish People.” Following Dubnow’s ideas on a militant participation in the war by the Jewish 
people as a fully accepted ally of the Allies, Hannah Arendt proposed in her public state-
ments in 1940–1941 the establishment of a Jewish Army. This construct emphasized Jew-
ish national claims in order to attain Jewish collective rights (minority rights enshrined in 
international law and obligations, in the language Dubnow was still using) at a future peace 
conference in the postwar period along the lines of the experience after World War I. Indeed, 
the very nature of the disaster, unfolding its inconceivable dimension, was yet not evident.66

In those crucial years of disillusionment even before the ultimate arrival of catastrophe, 
Jewish legal scholars, social scientists, and political activists established in 1941 in New York 
the Institute for Jewish Affairs, the research institute of the World Jewish Congress. Most 
of them had been on guard in the interwar period protecting the remnants of empire with 
the disabled means of a collapsing minority regime. Some of them succeeded in escaping 
the hellfire of Europe and found refuge in the United States. The institute was directed by 
Jacob Robinson, an international lawyer, who, after having been released as a Russian pris-
oner of war from German captivity after World War I, became the chairman of the Jewish 
fraction and leader of the minority block in the Lithuanian parliament until its dissolution 
in 1926.67 He represented Lithuania on several occasions at the Permanent Court of Inter-
national Justice in The Hague and served as a Jewish representative at the pan-European 
Nationalities Congress in Geneva mentioned above. Later, in New York, he was involved 
among other research activities in the preparations for the UN Declaration of Human Rights 
and (with Raphael Lemkin) became consultant to the American chief prosecutor at Nurem-
berg, Robert H. Jackson. Jacob Robinson and his brother Nehemia Robinson laid the ground 
for pressing legal questions of indemnification, reparations, and restitution in the wake of 
an age of destruction.68 While dealing with different questions of Jewish interest in time of 



Between Empire and Nation State 73

war, among them the question of restitution, it became horrendously clear that the ultimate 
destruction of all Jews was under way everywhere within the reach of the Germans.69 That 
was indeed something new, and entailed numerous consequences—especially in the domain 
of legal concepts and further considerations emanating from them. Among others, the prop-
erty question suddenly emerged in a new light. Because of the ultimate character of collective 
extermination, the property left behind had to be appropriated by the targeted collective, that 
is, by the “Jewish people.” That was not just an ideological claim, although it fit well into those 
concepts of Jewish self-awareness that presumed a national Jewish collective analogous to 
other nations. The far more pressing circumstances behind the legal construction of a Jewish 
people or Jewish nation in the wake of destruction happened to be the fact that genocide also 
entailed, over and beyond the moral and human price of total destruction, the phenomenon 
of heirless property. However, heirless property cannot remain heirless, for property, by defi-
nition, must have a proprietor. If the proprietor does not exist, he has to be invented.

Generally, heirless property falls into the hands of the state in which the property is 
located—especially when real estate is involved. In the case of the event known later as the 
Holocaust, the following pressing question arose: should those nations where the murdered 
Jews dwelled in the past legally appropriate and inherit the titles left heirless following the 
mass murders of their owners? This is especially striking when considering Germany and the 
German nation, namely, those who perpetrated that very disaster upon the Jews. But other 
European nations and their actions toward the Jews during the catastrophe were not so much 
different, taking into account indigenous anti-Jewish measures and collaboration. Should 
they be legally entitled to appropriate Jewish assets that became heirless on their territory?

Such an appropriation on the basis of a general law of inheritance could by no means 
be morally applied to Jewish property deliberately made heirless. And this especially thanks 
to the anthropological fact that property, or the desired object, does not merely reflect an 
objective value to be realized at the market, but is also if not more a fetish of belonging and 
of memory, and therefore highly subjective. This is especially true when the victims’ exis-
tence is symbolized through the artifact of property—all the more in the case of collective 
destruction, of genocide. To that extent, property anthropologically involves the material 
side of memory. Concurrently, the procedures of memory and commemoration are claims 
for justice as well. And justice, if feasible at all, has its material side in the restitution of or 
compensation for property.70

The construction of a Jewish People after the Holocaust had its explanation in the ulti-
mate collective death of absolute genocide. The practical realization traced its path through 
the collective Jewish claim to Jewish property made heirless by total destruction. The general 
acceptance of the collective definition of the Jews as a people wound its way through the 
common religious denominator accepted everywhere by all Jews: its liturgical meaning. This 
ubiquitous liturgical meaning of the Jewish people was transformed at that time into a legal 
as well as a political meaning of a Jewish collective represented by international Jewish or-
ganizations as well as by the State of Israel. Consequently, the international legitimacy of the 
State of Israel relies on the collective destruction of the Jews of Europe—or more precisely, 
on the memory of that destruction.

The Jewish Restitution Successor Organization (JRSO), established in 1948, was 
charged with implementing the collective Jewish claim to heirless Jewish property.71 Its early 
activities were limited to occupied Germany—more precisely to the American Occupation 
Zone, where it established its main offices in Nuremberg. According to its origins and tradi-
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tion, it pursued the tradition and continuity of Jewish politics in the interwar period, relating 
first and foremost to the implementation and the protection of minority rights. Now, in the 
wake of the mass murder, the collectivization of heirless Jewish property had to be regulated. 
At the Board of Directors of JRSO we identify—among many others—such illustrious indi-
viduals as Hannah Arendt, Salo W. Baron, Norman Bentwich, and Isaiah Berlin.

The institution which prepared, intellectually and organizationally, the postwar, post-
genocidal existence of the Jews as a collective, the New York–based Institute for Jewish Af-
fairs, assembled persons whose biographies as well as public and academic legacy repre-
sented the spectrum of European Jewries and their experiences in the face of the surging 
upheavals from the late nineteenth century to the onset of disaster. The prosopography of 
those involved in the Institute for Jewish Affairs’ academic board conspicuously reflected 
the European past and its previous discrete realms, which had long since waned. It was com-
posed mainly of individuals from the lost imperial eras and the in-between times. Max La-
serson, for example, formerly Associate Professor of Constitutional Law and Legal Theory at 
the University of St. Petersburg, Deputy Director of the Department of National Minorities 
in the Provisional (Democratic) Government of Russia, in 1917; or Mark Vishniak, Professor 
for Constitutional Law, Moscow, Secretary-General of the Russian Constituent Assembly of 
1918, later dissolved by the Bolsheviks. In the advisory council we come across the great legal 
scholar Hans Kelsen, a former Viennese and, although not a socialist, a close collaborator 
of Otto Bauer and Karl Renner. His Pure Theory of Law can be historically interpreted as a 
belated attempt to neutralize the multitude of ethnic differences in the late Habsburg Empire 
by the most formal normative abstractions possible. And at the head of the board of trustees 
was Horace Kallen, the father of the concept of pluralism in the United States.72

The history of the Institute for Jewish Affairs has still to be written. Such an endeavor 
promises deep insight into the manner in which historical experiences are transformed in or-
der to be converted into the respective collections of knowledge and meaning—in this case, 
the patterns, forms, and phenomena of dissolving empires and threatened minorities. Not 
the history of the Holocaust as such, but the history just short of destruction and thereafter—
in the years just before and immediately after the twentieth century’s foundational event.
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Jews and Others in 
Vilna-Wilno-Vilnius
INVISIBLE NEIGHBORS, 1831–1948

Theodore R. Weeks

The modern world loves precise, fixed borders. We consider it normal that where one country 
ends, another one starts. Conversely it would be peculiar, even outrageous for us to be simul-
taneously in two countries. But such a situation is both recent and rare. Even now borders 
retain a certain amount of fluidity, more so in the case of EU member states, far less so when 
one passes, say, from Israel to Egypt (or attempts to pass from Israel to Lebanon). But before 
World War II in East-Central Europe, borderlands were far more mixed and fluid than after 
the mid-twentieth century. The “unmixing of populations” that has taken place since 1914 
and especially brutally in the 1940s, through assimilation, migration, forced exile, and mass 
murder, has radically changed the ethnic/national landscape of Europe east of the Oder River. 
However, living in close physical proximity in the past did not necessarily denote cultural 
mixing or even active toleration. Rather, I will argue, far more typical was simply a mutual 
ignoring of neighbors who followed a different pattern of everyday life, religion, and language.

Even today, the city known variously as Vilnius (the present-day capital of the Repub-
lic of Lithuania), Vilna (in Russian and for Jews), Vilnia (for Belorussians), and Wilno (for 
Poles), presents a case study of a borderland community.1 One regularly hears Russian and 
Polish, as well as Lithuanian, spoken in the city’s streets. The surrounding rural population, 
in particular to the east, is more likely to speak Belorussian or Polish as a native tongue than 
Lithuanian. While the majority of the population is Roman Catholic, the cityscape is marked 
by a number of Orthodox churches, a Karaite house of worship (kenesa), and one remain-
ing—and magnificent—synagogue.

The ethnic and religious diversity of the city was, of course, considerably richer before 
the Holocaust and particularly before 1918, when Vilnius functioned as a major center for 
the Belorussian and Lithuanian national movements, traditional Jewish learning, and the 



82 Theodore R. Weeks

Jewish labor movement (the “Bund”), while also being claimed by Russian nationalists. Vil-
nius is located at the “borderline” between Catholicism and Orthodoxy, the last major city 
dominated by Catholics (it was not by chance that the Jesuits established their academy here 
in 1579). Until the twentieth century, these diverse religious and ethnic groups managed to 
live, if not in “harmony,” then at least without major outbreaks of violence. The pogrom wave 
of 1881 that touched much of Ukraine (officially the “southwest provinces” of the Russian 
Empire) did not reach Vilnius, nor were there Jewish pogroms here during the 1905 Revo-
lution. In short, until World War I this was an exemplary “borderland city” where no one 
religion, language, or ethnicity dominated and where religious and linguistic diversity was 
taken for granted.

Toleration of diversity is not, however, equivalent to mutual understanding and re-
spect. The history of Vilnius demonstrates rather the ability of diverse ethno-cultural groups 
to live in close proximity almost without noticing each other. Not only in everyday life, but 
even more in writing about “their” city, each group tended to marginalize or simply leave 
out others. To be sure, as the twentieth century dawned and particularly after the Revolution 
of 1905 eased censorship and opened the way toward modern politics (by having elections 
to the Russian parliament, the Duma), it became increasingly difficult for, say, Poles to ig-
nore their Jewish neighbors, if only because they had sometimes to seek allies in the other 
national group to support a Duma candidate.2 Still, this mutual perception and cooperation 
remained rather superficial and tentative. Members of each nationality tended to identify 
with their own group and regard members of other nationalities with indifference or even 
hostility. Specifically for Jews, this blindness to the “national other” that in the twentieth 
century began to shift to suspicion and hostility meant ironically that as the impact of non-
Jewish culture on Jewish life (politics, everyday life, language) grew, on the whole relations 
with non-Jewish neighbors became more and more strained. There is obviously no direct 
connection between frictions between Jews and Poles in Vilnius in the interwar period and 
the mass murder of the city’s Jewish community in the years 1941–1944, but surely the fact 
that Poles generally defined their Jewish neighbors as “other” rather than “our own” made it 
less likely that Poles would risk their lives to assist Jews.

Throughout its history, this city has been inhabited by individuals of various faiths and 
ethnicities.3 The still-Pagan Lithuanian ruler Gediminas founded the city in the early four-
teenth century when, according to legend, an iron wolf instructed him to do so in a dream. 
Jews resided in the city at least from the later fifteenth century—their presence usually docu-
mented by attacks on them by their Christian neighbors or periodic expulsion orders by the 
rulers.4 But from the late sixteenth century at least Jews formed a permanent presence in 
Vilnius.5 The city’s Great Synagogue was constructed at the end of the sixteenth century and 
survived to the mid-twentieth.6 By the time of its construction, the language and culture of 
the surrounding Gentile population was mainly Polish and Catholic, a situation that would 
survive essentially as long as the synagogue itself: the building was heavily damaged in World 
War II and finally cleared away by the Soviet authorities in the mid-1950s; Vilnius’s Polish 
population had been “repatriated” to Poland a few years earlier.7

This essay is mainly about identity and perceptions—of one’s own and of the “other.” 
Without falling into the trap of positivism, it would, I think, be of some use to look at the 
admittedly imperfect but not entirely fanciful statistical information we have on nationalities 
and religions inhabiting Vilnius during the century covered here. In the most detailed statis-
tical work on Vilnius before 1897, the Polish historian Michał Baliński, using official statis-
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tics of the early 1830s, set the city’s population at a minimum of 35,922 (and a maximum of 
50,000). By “estate” (stan) Jews formed the majority—nearly two thirds—of the city’s popu-
lation. The second largest estate, remarkably, was not townspeople (mieszczanie, ca. 5,000) 
but nobles (szlachta), numbering nearly 6,600. Over 700 persons in Vilnius belonged to the 
clerical caste and around 300 serfs inhabited the city.8 Even among the non-Jewish minor-
ity, Vilnius was a religiously and ethnically diverse city. To be sure, the majority (nearly two 
thirds) of the city’s Christians were Roman Catholics, but almost 3,000 Orthodox believers 
also lived in Vilnius, along with Uniates, Lutherans (Ewangelicko-Auszpurskiego), Calvinists 
(Reformanego), and almost certainly a few Muslim Tatars and Karaites who do not, however, 
appear among Baliński’s figures. Because “nationality” did not figure as a legal category in the 
Russian Empire, Baliński had to limit his statistics to religion. From all that we know about 
the city (memoir literature, official reports, etc.), it seems certain that the great majority of 
Catholics were Polish by language and culture, though of course among the Catholics one 
would have found some Belorussians and Lithuanians.

The first modern census in the Russian Empire was carried out in 1897. While na-
tionality was still not used as a category, “native language” was. According to this census, 
the city boasted a population of 154,532 persons, 40 percent Jews (61,847 individuals), 31 
percent Poles (47,795), 20 percent “Russians” (30,967; this figure would include Belorussians 
and Ukrainians), and 2.1 percent Lithuanians (3,238).9 These figures must be regarded with 
some suspicion; in particular the number for “Russians” is probably too high, those for Poles 
and Jews a bit low. The city grew rapidly in the decades after 1897 and on the eve of the First 
World War probably had around 200,000 inhabitants.

World War I was devastating for the city. The population declined from over 200,000 
at the beginning of the war to around 139,000 by September 1917. Of these, 110,000 were 
being fed (sparsely) in the 130 public soup kitchens set up by citizens’ committees in the 
city.10 By the time the city was officially incorporated into Poland (1922), its population was 
about half that of the prewar figure. Most of the Russian population (being administrators 
and soldiers) left when the Russian authorities pulled out in fall 1915, and the Jewish popu-
lation also declined. During the interwar years, the Polish government’s pro-Polish (and at 
times overtly anti-Lithuanian and anti-Jewish) policies encouraged the growth of the Polish 
ethnic element. By the late 1930s, the city’s population had recovered to the pre-World War 
I figure of just over 200,000. According to the latest pre–World War II figures we have on 
nationalities in the city (1931), Poles made up 66 percent of the total city population, fol-
lowed by Jews (28), Russians (nearly 4), and Lithuanians (under 1).11 To be sure, the Polish 
authorities tended to exaggerate the percentage of Poles among this region’s population, but 
these figures seem at least roughly correct. These official statistics almost certainly underes-
timated the number of Lithuanians in the city at 1,579, but their numbers were probably at 
most a few thousand.

Between 1939 and 1948, the population of Vilnius changed nearly totally. At war’s 
end, the Jewish population of the city had been almost entirely murdered by the Nazis and 
thousands of Lithuanians had taken up residence there, but the city remained primarily 
Polish. According to NKVD figures, at the end of 1944 84,990 Poles and 7,958 Lithuanians 
lived in the city (which had a total population of 106,500—around half its population in 
1939).12 The Polish population of the city (though not of rural areas in the Lithuanian SSR) 
was almost entirely “repatriated” to Poland in the years 1944–1946, and thousands of Rus-
sians, Belorussians, Ukrainians, and Lithuanians moved into the city. In figures from 1951 
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we see the population of 195,000 divided fairly evenly between Russian, Lithuanians, and 
“others.” Russians made up a third of the city’s inhabitants (33.3 percent), followed closely by 
Lithuanians (30.8), and then Poles (21.2, mainly migrants from the rural areas around the 
city).13 From 1951 onward, the Lithuanian percentage among the city’s population would 
increase steadily.

Nationalizing Vilnius: Making the City “Our Own”
Having surveyed fluctuations in the city’s population in a rather positivistic, statistical way, 
we may now turn to a more subjective (and, one hopes, more interesting) look at how indi-
vidual national groups perceived the city as “their own.” It is by now a banality in nationality 
studies that nations are not “born” but “created,” essentially in the modern period under 
influences of European Romanticism (Johann Gottfried Herder), the French Revolution, and 
industrialization.14 Without wanting to delve into the endless argument on the nature and 
timing of modern nationalism, using the example of Vilnius one can see clearly how indi-
viduals from each national group resident there used selective examples and strategic rheto-
ric to claim the city as theirs—if not theirs alone, then at least rightly belonging primarily to 
their ethnic-cultural group.

Poles had good reason to claim Wilno, as they called the city, for their own. During 
the nineteenth century, as far as we can tell from not-always-reliable statistics, their culture 
and language dominated in the city. As we have seen, Poles made up the largest Christian 
nationality in the city throughout the nineteenth century. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century, the appointed city government was made up mainly of Poles, and while over the 
decades Russian came to be used more and more in administration, before 1863 Polish was 
still quite prevalent.15 High culture in the city, from schools to publishing to the theater, was 
mainly Polish. Even after the closing of the university after the uprising of 1831, the Polish 
language dominated in the city’s (Gentile) cultural life, and Russian officials complained of 
its ubiquity even into the twentieth century.16

Churches and the Catholic hierarchy were overwhelmingly Polish, and until the last 
third of the nineteenth century, even when clerics were themselves of Lithuanian origin, their 
seminary training in many ways Polonized them. Even Motiejus Valančius (1801–1875), 
who spent the last 25 years of his life as bishop of Samogitia (the seat of his bishopric was 
Kaunas), often signed his letters “Wołonczewski” and was suspected of Polish sympathies by 
the Russian authorities after 1863.17 Only in the first years of the twentieth century did young 
Lithuanian priests begin to insist on the use of their native language in prayers, songs, and 
sermons (the liturgy was, of course, in Latin).18 This insistence led to clashes between Lithu-
anian and Polish speakers in churches, but these were limited mainly to the countryside, 
while Polish continued to dominate in Vilnius’s churches.

The failed uprising of 1863 changed much in Vilnius and made the public use of Pol-
ish more difficult.19 The Russian authorities did not give permission for the publication of 
Polish-language periodicals in the city until 1905. Still, despite these repressions, Poles con-
tinued to think of the city as “their own.” More important than any specific existing reality 
was the myth of Polish Wilno. After all, this was where the Polish national poet, Adam Mick-
iewicz, had studied, published his first verses, and been involved in secret patriotic student 
groups, an involvement that led to his exile from the city in late 1824. But while Mickiewicz 
had never returned to his beloved city, his works did. In particular Konrad Wallenrod (1828), 
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Dziady (Forefathers’ Eve, published in multiple parts throughout the 1820s up to1832), and 
Pan Tadeusz (1833–1834) are set in the poet’s native “Litwa.” Dziady, part III, presents a dra-
matic retelling of the investigation into secret student societies at Wilno University and the 
arrest of the young Polish idealists by the tyrannical Russian “Pan Senator” (N. Novosil'tsev). 
The combination of Polish Catholic culture, Polish language, and the cherished memory of 
Mickiewicz in the city came together in the myth of Polish Wilno, which in certain ways has 
survived to the present day.20

After the First World War, as we have seen, Vilnius came under Polish rule and the 
percentage of Poles in the city went up sharply, reaching for the first time in over a century 
(at least) an absolute majority. Even before the Germans withdrew from the city in late 1918 
and early 1919, Poles were setting up schools and newspapers, and preparing the way for 
a reopening of the university, which, despite the chaotic political events of this period, oc-
curred in autumn 1919.21 During the next 20 years, the Polish authorities would make every 
effort to nurture the Polish character of the city. Even Czesław Miłosz describes the “city of 
his youth” as primarily Polish, mentioning Jews only in passing.22 Indeed, as Lucy Dawido-
wicz mentions in her memoir of 1938–1939 in the city, Polish was increasingly common—at 
least as a second language—among the Jews of Vilnius by the late 1930s.23

In the nineteenth century, at least, the Russians also laid claim to the city. To be sure, 
they had a harder time of making a plausible case, given their small numbers in Vilnius 
and the obviously far greater present strength of Polish and Catholic culture. Thus Russians 
tended to take a different tack, emphasizing the past rather than the present. For example, a 
guide to “Russian Vilnius” published in 1865 consisted essentially of one Orthodox church 
after another, with the author noting at certain points that the church in question had been 
recently “returned” to Orthodoxy from the Uniates.24 Here the general line runs that the city 
was properly Russian and that its present, unnatural Polish veneer (Jews disappear almost en-
tirely in this discourse) needed to be “cleaned away” to reveal the true Russian and Orthodox 
nature of the city.25 This Russian city was also celebrated in the monuments to Count Mikhail 
N. Murav'ev (known as the “hangman” for his vigorous suppression of the Polish “mutineers” 
in 1863–1865) and to Catherine the Great.26 As the inscription on the latter monument read, 
“Ottorzhennyia vozvratikh”—“that which was torn away, now returned” (i.e., the originally 
Russian and Orthodox territory in which Vilnius is located, now “returned” to Russia along 
with the Polish partitions of the late eighteenth century).

Lithuanians had an even more difficult task in claiming Vilnius than the Russians. Not 
only were their numbers in the city small, they also lacked the political and military power 
that the Russians so manifestly enjoyed. Furthermore, until nearly the end of the nineteenth 
century Lithuanians were a mainly peasant people, with low levels of literacy and national 
identity. On top of all these disadvantages, from the mid-1860s the tsarist government had 
forbidden the printing of Lithuanian in Latin letters. This amounted to a total ban on pub-
lications in the language, as the mainly Catholic-clerical intelligentsia refused to consider 
using the Cyrillic alphabet for their language. And yet, from the beginnings of the Lithuanian 
national movement, Vilnius was claimed as the nation's capital. The reason for this was fairly 
simple: as a mainly rural people, the Lithuanians in the nineteenth century did not dominate 
in any city, though their numbers were greater in Kaunas (which was also situated in the 
middle of Lithuanian ethnic territory) than in Vilnius. But Kaunas lacked the historical im-
portance of Vilnius, which, after all, had been founded by a demonstrably Lithuanian ruler 
as the capital of a Lithuanian state. By reinterpreting Gediminas and the medieval Lithuanian 
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state as an ethnic entity, Lithuanian nationalists of the later nineteenth century laid claim to 
Vilnius as the past and future capital of their nation and (future) state.27

With the Lithuanian national movement committed to the idea of Vilnius as “their 
own,” it was extremely important to establish at least a symbolic presence in the city. It is 
remarkable that despite their small numbers, Lithuanians had a daily paper in Vilnius be-
fore the Poles. To a great extent, this success and the appearance of Vilniaus Žinios from 10 
December 1904 was the work of one man, the Lithuanian patriotic activist Petras Vileišis. 
Using his connections with the Russian bureaucracy—he had made a fortune as a successful 
engineer and builder within the Russian Empire—Vileišis convinced the local authorities to 
permit him to publish a daily newspaper in Vilnius. By mid-1905 periodicals were appear-
ing not just in Lithuanian but in Yiddish and Polish as well, breaking the monopoly that the 
Russian language had held over the periodic press since the mid-1860s.28 The second major 
event “laying claim” to Vilnius as the Lithuanian capital has already been mentioned in pass-
ing: the “Great Seimas” held in the city in late 1905. Bringing together representatives of the 
Lithuanian intelligentsia from throughout “Lithuania,” the very presence of this gathering in 
Vilnius was a source of pride for this patriotic movement.29

Lithuanian claims on Vilnius were kept alive by the establishment of schools in that 
language in the city under German rule during the First World War, and it was not by chance 
that the Lithuanian declaration of independence was signed there on 16 February 1918. 
But all efforts by the newly-formed Lithuanian state to establish actual control over the city 
failed, and it was officially incorporated into Poland (over the fervent protests of Lithuania in 
the League of Nations) in 1922.30 The Vilnius question would poison interwar Polish–Lithu-
anian relations; all constitutions of Lithuania claimed the city as its “real” capital (Kaunas 
being only the “provisional capital”) and no diplomatic relations at all existed between the 
two countries until 1938.31

One remarkable feature shared by all of these national discourses claiming Vilnius 
is their near total silence regarding the city’s Jewish population. While Russians and Lithu-
anians might refer to Poles (generally in the sense of “new arrivals” or the Polonized descen-
dants of other ethnicities), Jews simply do not figure into their rhetoric. One may speculate 
as to why this should be so; I would suggest that while Poles were perceived as a real threat 
to Russian or Lithuanian claims for the city, Jews were not. Despite their numerical predomi-
nance and economic importance, Jews lacked political clout (past or present) and essentially 
resided on the periphery of Christian perceptions: present, but not “native.” While Polish–
Jewish relations in general deteriorated significantly between 1863 and 1914, this change was 
only marginally visible in Vilnius.32 Only during and—especially—in the aftermath of World 
War I did antisemitic rhetoric (and action) become more prevalent.

Jewish Vilnius
As we have seen, Jews were a permanent presence in Vilnius from the late sixteenth century 
(1593), when King Sigmund III Vasa guaranteed their right to reside in the city.33 As the Pol-
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth declined in power during the subsequent two centuries, Jews 
suffered along with their Christian neighbors from economic dislocation, wars, and natural 
disasters like the frequent fires that periodically devastated the city. Vilnius was one of the 
largest Jewish communities in the region and a renowned center of Jewish learning. The most 
famous Jewish scholar of this period was Rabbi Eliahu ben Shlomo Zalman (1720–1797),
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the “Gaon”—“genius”—of Vilnius. The Gaon’s fame and influence, both at the time and after 
his death, are all the more remarkable given his refusal to accept an official position (such 
as the head of a yeshivah) and the fact that he published almost nothing during his lifetime. 
His influence was apparently due to his brilliance as a scholar of Torah and Talmud, his ex-
emplary moral character, and the position he assumed (in a sense, against his own will) as 
the figurehead of the struggle of the traditional Orthodoxy (the so-called mitnagdim) against 
the new, less scholarly, and for traditionalists alarmingly frivolous Hasidim.34 The Gaon won 
the fight for Vilnius in the sense that Hasidism never gained a serious foothold in the city 
and indeed Lithuanian Jews (“Litvaks”) retained into the twentieth century a reputation for 
scholarliness, tinged with humorlessness and lack of emotion.

The partitions changed little for Vilnius’s Jewish community. Jews remained separate 
from their Christian neighbors in language, religion, and everyday life. To be sure, the Jewish 
domination of retail trade meant that Christians could not avoid some contact with Jewish 
neighbors. In any case, Jews were a constant presence in the city. A doctor and professor 
at Vilnius University, Joseph Frank, who arrived in the city from Vienna in October 1804, 
claimed that Jews made up one third of the city’s total population (in fact the percentage 
was almost certainly higher) and described the city’s Jewish residents as exotic but unhy-
gienic. According to Frank, every noble house—including that of the bishop—had its Żyd-
faktor or Jewish agent who would arrange every manner of commercial transaction.35 Along 
similar lines, describing her youth in the 1820s among the wealthy Polish nobility, Gabrjela 
Puzynina z Güntherów noted that at a relative’s lavish wedding, presents were given to peas-
ants and Jews (presumably individuals connected with the household). She recalled sitting at 
her window, overlooking Niemiecka (“German”) Street, watching Jewish funerals pass, and 
once even dancing with a certain Lewensztejn, a rich merchant from Riga, at a ball.36 A few 
Jews also attended the mainly Polish Vilnius University, around 40 of them in the period up 
to 1824.37 In other words, before the mid-nineteenth century Jews in Vilnius were at once 
ubiquitous and a curiosity (in particular when they ventured into Christian society).

Jews in the Russian Empire, as is well known, were subject to a number of legal dis-
abilities. They could normally only reside in certain provinces (the so-called “Pale of Settle-
ment”), could rarely obtain government employment, and in general were subject to harass-
ment on the part of local authorities. While the long-held thesis that the tsarist government 
actively sponsored violence against Jews (pogroms) has largely been laid to rest, it remains 
clear that most tsarist officials—and indeed the tsars themselves—harbored judeophobic 
sentiments.38 At the same time, from the 1860s—the era of the “Great Reforms”—more lib-
eral sentiments were expressed within the Russian bureaucracy, seeing a gradual “rapproche-
ment” between Russians and Jews as a possibility. While Jews in the Russian Empire received 
equal rights only after the Tsar’s abdication in early 1917, in the 1860s various exceptions 
were made to allow some groups of Jews more freedom of movement and educational oppor-
tunity. Thus Jews with specific skills or education (including, for example, university students 
and those learning specific crafts) could reside outside the Pale of Settlement. More broadly, 
the Russian government set up schools aimed to teach Jews Russian and thereby integrate 
them into Russian society. Still, as Irvin Aronson has shown, in the 1880s attitudes toward 
the possibility of integrating Jews into Russian society within the bureaucracy remained at 
best ambiguous.39

Vilnius was of course located within the Pale and Jews could legally reside there. As 
the major town of the so-called “Northwest Provinces,” it also served as the testing ground 
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for Russian–Jewish rapprochement (or, more precisely, for bringing Jews into the Russian 
mainstream). In 1847 a state rabbinical school was set up in Vilnius with two main purposes: 
to provide Russian-speaking teachers for state Jewish schools and to provide crown rabbis 
(which the Russian authorities required of each Jewish community). In the second respect 
this school was a dismal failure: not a single graduate was accepted by a community as their 
rabbi. Most Jews in the region regarded the graduates as suspect in their religious and ritual 
observance and perhaps even government agents aiming to convert Jews to Orthodoxy. On 
the other hand, the school was more successful in spreading Russian among Vilnius Jews and 
even helping to create a Russian-speaking Jewish intelligentsia in the city. When the Rabbini-
cal School was closed in 1873, it was transformed into a teachers’ seminary which functioned 
to the end of the tsarist period.40

For Vilnius and its region, the most important event of the 1860s was not the Rus-
sian Great Reforms but the Polish (or Polish-Lithuanian) Insurrection that exploded in No-
vember 1863, partly in response to Tsar Alexander II’s reform efforts. The insurrection was 
violently suppressed, and in Vilnius the figure of Count Mikhail N. Murav'ev, who did not 
shy from hanging priests to “encourage the others,” exemplified the cruelty and brutality of 
Russian rule for Poles and Lithuanians. Murav'ev left Vilnius in 1866 but his spirit remained 
in place to the end of Russian rule; in 1898 a monument in his honor was erected in the city 
center. Obviously, Poles and Lithuanians, who had participated actively in the anti-Russian 
insurrection, saw the post-1863 period as one of brutal and unjust Russification. But what 
about Jews? First of all, it should be remembered that throughout the insurrection Vilnius 
remained firmly in government hands, a source of some embarrassment to Polish patriots 
later on.41 As for Jews, some did side with the rebels against the Russian authorities but most 
simply tried to keep out of a struggle that did not concern them.42 It is interesting to note that 
on the whole Murav'ev was less hostile toward Jews than toward Poles and even thought that 
Jews could be used as an ally and russifying element.43 In the aftermath of the 1863 uprising, 
John Klier has argued that many among the Jewish intelligentsia in the western provinces 
(which of course included Vilnius) welcomed “Russification” as an opportunity to become 
fully-appreciated Russian citizens, at least in the long run.44 It must be admitted, however, 
that even into the twentieth century, the great majority of Vilnius Jews remained religious, 
traditional, and Yiddish-speaking.

The pogroms that swept the Ukrainian provinces of the Russian Empire (and, at the 
end of the year, Warsaw) in 1881 did not spread to the Northwest Provinces of which Vilnius 
was the main city.45 One possible factor in preventing the spread of pogroms to this region 
might have been the energetic response of Vilnius Governor-General Count Eduard Iva-
novich Totleben. Upon learning of pogroms in the south in April 1881, Totleben dispatched 
orders to military and civilian authorities warning them to take all possible measures to 
prevent any clashes between Christians and Jews. A circular of 6 May 1881 to the governors 
of Vilna, Kovno, and Grodno provinces clearly stated measures to be taken. First, all false ru-
mors and agitation among the people were to be “vigilantly pursued”; authorities were to pay 
“painstaking attention” to “unknown individuals.” If a disturbance broke out, local authori-
ties were ordered to suppress it immediately and inform local military units. If need be, these 
military units were to aid civilian authorities in re-establishing order.46 The correspondence 
between Totleben, local authorities, and the Ministry of the Interior in Petersburg show that 
all were concerned with maintaining public order. In the end, despite alarming rumors and 
fears, Vilnius’s Jewish community was spared.
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A unique witness to the situation of Jewish Vilnius was Dr. I. Rülf, a rabbi from Memel 
who visited the city in late summer 1881. Disturbed by news of pogroms in the south and 
suspicious of the anti-Jewish attitude of the Minister of the Interior, N. P. Ignatiev, Rülf de-
cided to visit Russia himself and spent a bit over a week in Vilnius and Minsk. As an accultur-
ated but religiously Orthodox German Jew, Rabbi Rülf felt both alienated from and attracted 
to Vilnius’s Jewish population. His commentary alternates between condescension, affection, 
and a sense of superior protectiveness.

On his first day in the city, Rülf rose early and set off for the main synagogue. Walking 
from “German Street” where his Jewish-owned hotel was located, he remarked that the court 
of the synagogue (Schulhof) took up a large area “cut through with different irregular streets 
running hither and thither, badly paved and not entirely clean.” Houses crowded the street, 
some containing apartments and others housing different charities and associations (khev-
ros). Each association had its own prayer house (beyt midrash / kloyz).47 After breakfast at his 
hotel, Rülf received a guided visit to the city’s charitable institutions (Talmud Torah, hospital, 
clinic, old folk’s home) from the state rabbi, Dr. A. Gordon. Despite the large number of 
charities, the streets abounded in beggars, crying zedoko tazil mimowes (in Rülf ’s transcrip-
tion: “charity saves from death”). Even on shabbes beggars were busy—though on this day 
accepting alms in the form of bread.48

Rülf noted that the Jewish community in Vilnius was not unified. Dozens of prayer 
houses and small synagogues existed, practically one for each Jewish association (khevrah),
with only the Great Synagogue and the cemetery uniting all. Vilnius lacked a chief rabbi, 
though it did have a crown rabbi, Dr. A. Gordon. Most Jews did not consider such rabbis, 
trained at state institutions, their true spiritual leaders, but they depended on crown rabbis 
to carry out many functions, such as performing marriage ceremonies. Several different rab-
binical courts existed in the city, each with its own “clientele.” As the abundance of beggars 
suggests, most Jews in Vilnius were far from prosperous. Entire streets were lined with tiny 
Jewish shops, all competing with each other for their daily bread. Jewish artisans and work-
ers were also prevalent in the city, and many artisans personally sold the goods they made.49

Rülf praised the “deep piety” (Herzensfrömmigkeit) of the Vilnius Jews. Rabbis and 
their families enjoyed great respect in the community. Unlike many traditional Orthodox 
Jews, however, the Vilners were “tolerant to the highest degree.” Rülf noted that the process of 
acculturation had made some inroads in Vilnius. Most of the youth could at least understand 
Russian, and graduates of the state Rabbinical School and other state Jewish schools formed 
a small but growing Russian-speaking Jewish elite. Unfortunately, from the point of view 
of traditional Jews and the Russian authorities alike, the presence of radical ideas could be 
discerned among the younger generation. While admitting that among younger Jews there 
were some “nihilists,” Rülf suggested that Vilnius’s Jews would soon be patriotic Russian 
citizens, if only the government would change its ways. Along these lines Rülf remarked that 
Governor-General Todleben was known as a “order-loving, decisive, and just” administrator: 
“a real German man” (ein wahrhaft deutscher Mann).50 Obviously, here was a model for less 
enlightened Russian administrators to emulate.

The spread of both Russian and radical ideas among Vilnius’s Jews noted by Rabbi Rülf 
would increase in the next decades. In 1897 the Jewish Bund, the first Jewish party combin-
ing national (Yiddish) ideology and socialism, would be founded in the city. Five years later, 
the artisan and Bund sympathizer Hirsh Lekert shot at and wounded the city’s governor-
general, Victor von Wahl and was executed, thereby becoming a major Bund martyr.51 At the 
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same time, more affluent Jews who were likely to speak Russian at home or at least in their 
business dealings banded together to build the opulent “Choral Synagogue” which opened 
in 1903. The synagogue, the only one that has survived to the present day, was significantly 
located just outside the traditional Jewish district on the edge of the mainly Russian “new 
town,” where more affluent and acculturated Jews tended to take up residence.52 In the same 
year as the Choral Synagogue’s opening, Theodor Herzl visited the city to the great jubilation 
of the local Jewish community.53 And yet, for all the sympathy among the Jewish commu-
nity for socialism and various forms of Jewish nationalism, the Russian governor of Vilna 
Province could still write in his 1903 report that if treated properly, the Jews could form a 
bulwark for Russian culture and patriotism in the city.54 Thus as the new century dawned, the 
Vilnius Jewish community remained traditional in its majority, but also exhibited a number 
of diverse modern tendencies, from socialism to nationalism to acculturation.

All of these tendencies strengthened and accelerated in the decade before World 
War I. Jews were prominent among the demonstrators—and victims—of the strikes and po-
lice repressions that occurred during the turbulent year 1905.55 Even after the tsarist regime 
had crushed or driven the revolutionary forces underground, the political landscape had al-
ready changed radically. For one thing, censorship was now considerably lightened, enabling 
a lively Polish and Yiddish press to arise in the city. Secondly, elections to the newly created 
legislature, the Duma, sharpened ethnic conflict as voting increasingly fell along ethnic lines. 
In 1906, the Zionist Shmariahu Levin succeeded in being elected to the first Duma with the 
help of the liberal Kadet party,56 but no Jew was sent from the city or province of Vilnius to 
the remaining three Dumas (1907–1917). At the same time, relations between Poles and 
Jews became increasingly strained, the Poles often accusing (with some justice) their Jew-
ish neighbors of not supporting the Polish national cause.57 On the eve of World War I, 
the diverse national groups in Vilnius were aware of each other as seldom before, but this 
awareness exhibited itself more in friction (Polish–Russian, Polish–Lithuanian, Polish–Jew-
ish) than in harmony.

The First World War was a disaster for all inhabitants of Vilnius, but hit the Jews hard-
est of all. During the war’s first year, still under Russian rule, the economy was severely dis-
rupted, with an especially negative impact on traders, artisans, and small merchants—mainly 
Jews in Vilnius. The Russian army’s open suspicion of Jews as potential spies and the evacu-
ation of many thousands of Jews to the Russian interior further disrupted life and strained 
relations with non-Jews. The fact that Russian officials were issuing these evacuation orders 
and specifically targeting Jews fanned accusations of antisemitism. In late summer 1915, 
with the fall of Kovno (Kaunas), Vilnius Jews lived in terror that they too would be forced to 
leave their homes. The rapid German advance may have prevented this tragedy.58

By chance, the Russians pulled out of Vilnius on the eve of the most important holiday 
in the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur. Hirsz Abramowicz described the final day of Russian 
rule in this way:

Almost no one had a thought of attending Kol Nidrei services. People were afraid to appear 
in the streets. . . . Everyone was so fed up with the persecution, libelous attacks, and high 
inflation that nearly all of Vilna wished to be rid of the Russians. . . . After midnight on . . . 
17 September everything was closed tight. . . . The night passed almost without . . . incident, 
except for the fear generated by the terrible explosions when bridges and other military tar-
gets were demolished.59
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While the Germans were welcomed into Vilnius, their entry did not improve condi-
tions. In fact, as Abramowicz recounts, the German desire to control all economic trans-
actions and their confiscations of everything from horses to grain to fruit from orchards 
further impoverished the local population. While German cultural and political policy was 
on the whole benevolent or at least neutral toward Jews, their economic measures were dev-
astating. By 1917 most of Vilnius’s inhabitants were going hungry.60 Mortality rates shot up, 
especially among the youngest and oldest parts of the population.61 Banditry increased, and 
it appeared that all semblance of law and order was breaking down. The German authorities 
seemed entirely incapable of dealing with the situation and matters were made worse by the 
terrible harvest of 1916–1917. At the very least, Vilnius had hoped that the Germans would 
succeed in maintaining order, but by late 1917 and 1918 chaos and lawlessness gave the lie 
to any pretense of German Ordnung.62 Despite the Russian Revolution and harsh Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk in spring 1918, life did not improve in the city. The German capitulation of 
November 1918 translated into chaos in Vilnius; during the next two years control over the 
city passed from Lithuanians to Soviets to Poles to Soviets and finally back to the Poles.

The end of the war brought no respite for the suffering population of Vilnius. Khaykl 
Lunski described 1919 as a year of epidemics and famine, even worse than the war years. In 
1914, Lunski noted, one often heard cries and weeping, but by 1919 the misery and exhaus-
tion was so great that no one could even cry any more.63 Hirsz Abramowicz describes almost 
total desolation under Soviet rule in April 1919: “Hunger was pervasive. It was against the 
law to buy or sell anything. . . . Bread was difficult to find and a bowl of plain soup was also a 
rarity. . . . [A]nyone who was able to do so fled Vilnius.”64 The Polish seizure of the city from 
the Bolsheviks in April 1919 was accompanied by a pogrom in which dozens were killed.65

Worse yet, in the long run, was the Polish (and later Lithuanian) identification of the Jewish 
population with the Bolsheviks and communist rule.

When General Lucjan Żeligowski took the city from the Bolsheviks in October 1920 
and declared the state of “Middle Lithuania” (Litwa Środkowa), Jews had mixed feelings. 
On the one hand, Żeligowski’s troops were relatively well-behaved and the general him-
self refrained from anti-Jewish statements. On the other hand, Vilnius’ Jewish community 
feared for its future within a nationalist Polish state, which was clearly the direction in which 
Żeligowski was leading “Middle Lithuania.” Jews, along with Belorussians and Lithuanians, 
did not participate in the elections to the Diet (Sejm) that, as all had expected, declared that 
“Middle Lithuania” was an integral part of the Polish Republic. Thus de facto from 1920 and 
de jure from 1925 Vilnius became a provincial city on the far northeast edge of Poland.66

Interwar Vilnius was a city both economically depressed and culturally vibrant. Jews 
were an integral part of the cultural ferment here, whether at the university, as pioneering 
scholars in the Yiddish language, writing poetry, plays, and fiction in modern Hebrew and 
Yiddish, or continuing the religious-scholarly tradition of the Gaon. Jewish students made 
up a significant percentage of those studying (in Polish) at Uniwersytet Stefana Batorego 
(USB), leading to calls as early as 1922 for a numerus clausus limiting Jewish enrollments.67

In fact, the percentage of Jews enrolled at USB grew quite steadily until the 1930–1931 aca-
demic year (1,192 students or 35.5 percent of total enrollment) and thereafter fell off rapidly, 
down to only 400 Jewish students in 1938–1939.68 Jews also ran not one but several school 
systems alongside the official Polish one.69 Well over a dozen dailies and many more weekly 
and monthly periodicals were published in Yiddish, Hebrew, and Polish.70 Yiddish theater 
and literature also prospered, perhaps most famously in the literary movement Yung Vilne.71
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The stature of Vilnius as a center of Jewish—and especially Yiddish—culture certainly in-
fluenced the decision to locate the Jewish/Yiddish Scientific Organization—YIVO—there 
in 1925.72 It is no accident that YIVO’s founding year also saw the opening of the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, the first modern university using the Hebrew language in instruc-
tion. YIVO’s dual nature and scholarly mission was reflected in first word in its title—both 
“Yiddish” and “Jewish.” The institute aimed both to further Jewish learning (though in a 
mainly secular, modern spirit) and to do this in Yiddish. Linguistic, historical, sociological, 
and ethnographic research were encouraged and fostered by YIVO. The institute also pub-
lished various monographs and scholarly journals. After World War II, YIVO continued its 
existence in New York.

The German writer Alfred Döblin visited Vilnius (and other Polish cities) in the mid-
1920s and described the city’s agitated, uneasy atmosphere. The newspapers, Döblin noted, 
were full of stories of Bolshevik plots and attacks by bandits. Passing a cinema, he noted that 
its advertisements were in both Polish and Yiddish. Throughout the city Döblin observed 
Yiddish signs, but noted that Vilnius’s Jews were clad not in traditional kaftans but in Euro-
pean clothing. “All of them [dressed] European and yet—speaking no Polish. This is another 
kind of Jew from Warsaw.”73 Döblin visited the Jewish quarter, admired the heritage of the 
Gaon, met with both sides of the “Hebrew–Yiddish language battle.” Even as some children 
were being taught in Hebrew and others in Yiddish, yet others learned their lessons in Pol-
ish, he recorded.74 Döblin’s account was purposely fragmentary and anecdotal, offering a 
series of images without detailed commentary, reaching no conclusion. One thing, however, 
remained clear: Vilnius’s Jewish community under Polish rule was diverse: politically divided 
(Bund, Zionists, Socialists, etc.), using various languages, following Jewish religious law to 
varying degrees, attempting to eke out a living in a variety of ways, trying to survive in an 
unfavorable political and economic situation.

A 1931 article by a Jewish economist spoke of the “downfall of a Jewish city,” refer-
ring to Vilnius. Tracing this economic decline from the devastations of World War I, Jakob 
Lestschinski pointed out that Jewish businesses in the city had shrunk by at least one third. 
For certain professions, such as tailors and seamstresses, the job loses were almost double 
(compared to 1914). The situation was hardly better among shoe and stocking manufactur-
ers. The reasons for this extreme economic shrinkage were many. For one thing, the Polish 
government favored ethnic Polish artisans and businessmen, giving them cheap bank credits 
and encouraging Polish civil servants to patronize them.75 Even more important, Vilnius 
was now an isolated outpost, cut off from trade with Lithuania and from the USSR alike. 
Given the generally backward condition of the Polish economy, Vilnius’s peripheral position 
in the state only worsened its economic woes. For Jews, the general economic malaise was 
exacerbated by the fact that the Polish state almost entirely excluded non-Poles from govern-
ment jobs. Thus in Vilnius in 1931 a single Jew worked in the state post and telegraph office 
(among almost one thousand employees) and only eight for the state railroad (of 2,883). In 
state administrative offices, schools, courts, and the like, the situation was only marginally 
better. The worsening economic situation may be gauged by the fact that in 1938, nearly half 
of the Jews in Vilnius applied for relief at Passover.76

In the 1930s, relations between Poles and Jews deteriorated. In particular, university 
students affiliated with the National Democrats (known as ND, or Endek) seem to have been 
among the leaders of the antisemitic movement. At the beginning of the 1931–1932 academ-
ic year the Endek student organization organized attacks on Jewish students throughout Po-
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land, including Vilnius. Starting on November 8, 1931 these antisemitic activists prevented 
Jewish students from entering the university. Two days later a scuffle between the antisemites 
and Jewish students led to the death of the Pole Stanisław Wacławski. One Jewish student, 
Szmuel Wulfin, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment for participating in the stone-
throwing that led to Wacławski’s death.77 After these incidents the Endek students demanded 
that Jews be segregated from Polish students and obliged to sit on separate benches on the 
left-hand side of lecture halls.

From the mid-1930s, amidst increasing economic misery and mounting political in-
stability, antisemitism became ever more prevalent. The economic boycott campaign that 
had simmered from the 1880s gained strength as Jewish businesses found it harder and 
harder to stay afloat.78 At the same time government measures against the Jews increased, 
including laws restricting and ultimately forbidding entirely kosher butcheries. Jews strolling 
in the city parks were attacked by antisemitic thugs and Jewish vacationers on the outskirts 
of the city were subjected to similar indignities.79 The Polish government did not condone 
physical attacks on Jews, though it must be admitted that anti-Jewish policies created an 
atmosphere propitious to anti-Jewish violence. The official line after 1935 may be summed 
up in the words of a prominent politician, General Stanisław Skwarczyński, in 1938: “[Jews] 
pose an obstacle to the normal evolution of the masses of the Polish nation”; hence the Polish 
government should seek “a radical decrease in the number of Jews in Poland.”80 This reduc-
tion in Poland’s Jewish population was sought primarily through emigration but by the later 
1930s very few possibilities for legal emigration existed.81

In fairness it must be said that there were Poles who protested the short-sighted chau-
vinism of their government at the time, but one cannot deny that by the late 1930s many 
Polish Jews—including those in Vilnius—found it difficult to be optimistic about their future 
in the Polish state. On the other hand, emigration did continue—including to Soviet Biro-
bidzhan and illegally to Palestine.82 And life went on despite all difficulties. In the 1930s still 
around one quarter of the city’s population was Jewish, running their own schools, publish-
ing a number of newspapers and journals, writing poetry in a number of languages, produc-
ing plays in Yiddish (and, occasionally, in Hebrew). For all the difficulties and economic 
dislocation of the late 1930s, Jewish Vilnius was still full of life.

A unique witness of the last “normal” year of Jewish Vilnius comes from the American 
Yiddishist and historian Lucy Dawidowicz. Coming from New York, Dawidowicz spent the 
academic year 1938–1939 at YIVO in Vilnius, leaving the city only as war loomed on 24 Au-
gust 1939. She describes a Vilnius in which observant, traditional Jews no longer dominated. 
In her words, “the upholders of the Gaon’s tradition were embattled, even if they did not yet 
consider themselves beleaguered.”83 Middle-class Jews in Vilnius were generally bilingual, 
though perhaps speaking Polish with a Yiddish accent. The Jewish “upper crust” tended to 
speak Russian at home, considering that language and culture superior to either Polish or 
Yiddish.84 Most Vilnius Jews in 1938 were trying to adapt to the modern world, “in search of 
ways to reconcile their dual identity as Jews and as Poles,” in Dawidowicz’s words.85 Once can 
certainly dispute Dawidowicz’s account as that of an outsider, but the contemporary photo-
graphs of Jewish groups included in Leyzer Ran’s monumental Jerusalem of Lithuania seem 
to corroborate her words: aside from a few religious leaders, men are usually clean-shaven, 
dressed in jacket and tie; women wear frocks or skirts and blouses that exactly resemble 
those of their Polish contemporaries.86 Vilnius’s Jews were rapidly becoming Europeanized, 
more closely resembling their Christian neighbors in outward appearance and language.



94 Theodore R. Weeks

The terrible events of the years 1939–1947 essentially emptied Vilnius of its original 
population. The Lithuanians finally received “their capital” from Soviet forces in October 
1939 and rapidly began to Lithuanianize the city, closing the Polish university and dismiss-
ing Polish policemen, teachers, and other city employees. The initial Lithuanian government 
(1939–1940) did not, however, institute any anti-Jewish measures and indeed tended to see 
Jews as possible allies against the dominant Poles. The process of Lithuanization continued, 
though perhaps in somewhat more muted form, under Soviet (1940–June 1941) and Nazi 
(June 1941–July 1944) rule. While many ethnic Lithuanians suffered under initial Soviet 
rule, more Poles and Jews both in absolute terms and per capita were arrested, in particular 
because they were more likely than Lithuanians to belong to “suspect social classes” (capital-
ists, professionals) and to have political pasts (essentially, with any Polish or Jewish party) 
deemed threatening by the Soviet authorities.87

Violence against the city’s Jews began with Hitler’s attack on the USSR. Despite Lithu-
anian hopes for the return of independence or at least autonomy, the Germans refused to 
allow them more than a symbolic role in ruling Vilnius. At the same time, Lithuanians were 
allowed a privileged place in the Nazi racial and political hierarchy, above Poles and of course 
Jews. Still, the Germans made abundantly clear—astonishingly clear considering their own 
military objectives—their contempt for all local peoples and their regard of them merely as 
tools and servants for Nazi domination.88

Vilnius’ Jewish community was of course in a category by themselves, slated for rapid 
liquidation. In September 1941, not three months after the entry of the Germans into the 
city, all Jews were forced into a ghetto. The Jewish population was reduced by hunger and 
systematic persecutions, and the ghetto was finally liquidated with most of its residents in 
September 1943.89 When the Red Army liberated Vilnius in July 1944, only a handful of 
Jews had survived in hiding, and most subsequently left the city. Most of the Polish popu-
lation had survived the war but were “repatriated” to Poland in the years 1944–1946.90 By 
the late 1940s, Vilnius was again a multiethnic city, but one inhabited nearly completely 
by newcomers, and at least officially Lithuanian and Soviet. Postwar construction—and 
rhetoric—would emphasize the city’s Lithuanian character and slight the city’s Jewish and 
Polish pasts.91

Conclusion
The history of Vilnius as a multiethnic, multicultural city can be interpreted in different 
ways. It is tempting to see the centuries of coexistence in the city of diverse nationalities 
and religions as proof of the human ability to live in harmony with cultural difference. But 
another, rather darker, interpretation is possible. In particular, looking at the course of eth-
nic-religious relations in the first half of the twentieth century, one can discern a human 
tendency toward cultural uniformity, even if this means repressing, exiling, or murdering 
one’s neighbors. Obviously neither this bleakly pessimistic nor the sunny “multicultural” 
explanation does justice to the complexities of human interaction and the role that ethnic/
religious/linguistic difference plays in human relations. Looking at multiethnic Vilnius over 
a century and a half, one witnesses both interest, ignorance, and hatred applied to national 
“others.” In the twentieth century, the tendency of political ideologies and groupings to “play 
the ethnic card” reduced toleration and exacerbated conflict. But we cannot forget that an 
outside force—the Nazis—took this conflict to its most murderous conclusion. While it is 
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not possible honestly to portray multiethnic Vilnius as an example of mutual respect and 
toleration over the centuries, the passing of the city’s cultural and human diversity represents 
a loss that perhaps only now we are beginning to appreciate.
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CITIZENSHIP IN IMPERIAL AUSTRIA

Gary B. Cohen

Writing on the history of the Habsburg monarchy during its last century long focused on 
the ideological and political development of the national movements, their conflicts, and the 
seemingly ineluctable decline of a state unable to satisfy nationalist aspirations. If one focuses 
too narrowly, however, on the ethnic and national conflicts of the late nineteenth century and 
the dissolution of the monarchy, it is easy to ignore the changing relations between society 
and the state and the actual character of loyalties to the state. The powerful influence of na-
tionalist narratives in Central and East-Central Europe on much of the historical scholarship 
has left readers to think that identification with one’s nationality, whether defined primarily 
by language, religion, territory, or some combination of these, generally captured the popu-
lar political consciousness during the half-century before World War I and left little space 
for anything more than minimal loyalties to the Habsburg state and a formal respect for the 
long-ruling emperor, Franz Joseph.

It is hard to see beyond the conventional portraits of the increasing alienation of 
much of the population from the Habsburg state during the last decades before 1914. In 
the Kingdom of Hungary, the heavy-handed efforts of the dominant Hungarian political 
elites to Magyarize the population and create a Magyar nation state may have converted 
some. Otherwise, those policies presumably alienated the oppressed non-Magyar peoples 
from the Hungarian government and ultimately from the state. If the contending national 
loyalties became ever stronger in the Austrian half of the monarchy after the mid-nineteenth 
century, then there was little possibility for any overarching Austrian national identity or 
any significant positive popular loyalty to the Austrian imperial polity. According to con-
ventional views, the great majority of the population and the political elites simply accepted 
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the reality of that state and obeyed its laws, while the various national and class-based po-
litical formations competed ferociously with each other for ever greater power, privileges, 
and advantages. One might call that presumed minimal loyalty to the Austrian state a sort 
of a residual “real existing Austrian identity,” given the presumed absence of any positively 
freighted Austrian national identity.

Over the last two decades historians have begun to present a much more dynamic and 
contingent account of the political, social, and cultural processes involved in the rise of the 
nationalist movements and how national identification developed in the population during 
the last century of the monarchy. This new understanding of how national loyalties were 
constructed perceives the persistence of uncertainty or indifference in parts of the population 
well into the early twentieth century.1 Still, historians have made only a beginning at examin-
ing just what happened in the meantime to popular loyalties to the Habsburg state. Jeremy 
King, in his influential study of Budějovice (Budweis) in southern Bohemia, has argued that 
loyalty to the Austrian state continued as a significant, although mutable, element in popular 
civic consciousness during the late nineteenth century and should not be viewed simply as a 
steadily declining residue.2 In this interpretation, citizens’ loyalties to nationality and to the 
state must be understood as parts of a changing, complex matrix of loyalties to local com-
munity, region, historic land, and dynasty as well as to nationality. King grants that for many 
in Budějovice and in the Bohemian lands and Austria as a whole growing loyalties to nation 
and nationalist politics meant a gradual decline in loyalty to the Habsburg state. Nonethe-
less, he shows that many citizens still combined their national loyalties—or their national 
ambivalence or indifference—with continuing loyalties to the Habsburg emperor and to the 
Austrian state. For many Austrian citizens, as Maureen Healy has demonstrated in her study 
of the Viennese population, it was the privation and suffering of the last years of World War 
I and the rapid growth of ethnic and nationalist tensions during that period which finally 
caused public confidence and allegiance to the Habsburg state to disintegrate.3

It is important to take a fresh, systematic look at not only how popular loyalties to the 
Habsburg state actually developed but also at how the state changed over time its relationship 
to the citizenry and the nationalist political movements. After 1890 the Austrian government 
began to make increasing concessions to nationalist demands to recognize the reality of the 
national groups as collective political actors. The 1867 constitutional provisions recognized 
citizens’ individual rights to their national languages and cultures and the group rights of 
each people (Volksstamm) to its nationality in Article 19 of the Basic Law on the General 
Rights of Citizens (Staatsgrundgesetz über die allgemeinen Rechte der Staatsbürger), but the 
Austrian parliament adopted little implementing legislation in the succeeding years. In prac-
tice during the next three decades, the language of Article 19 was understood to guarantee 
primarily the rights of citizens and nationalities to their national cultural rights, particularly 
language rights in public education and in the functioning of justice and public administra-
tion. A series of court decisions recognized the rights of associations and communal govern-
ments to bring claims on behalf of national interests for the protection of individual national 
rights. As early as 1873, though, the Bohemian Diet adopted a law which provided for sepa-
rate Czech and German local school boards in places with mixed populations, marking the 
initial formal division of a public authority on national lines.4

The creation of nationally separate organs of governance gradually accelerated after 
the 1890s. After 1900 nationalist politicians and state officials worked out a series of com-
promises on nationality disputes, including one for Moravia in 1905, for Bukovina in 1910, 
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and for Galicia and the city of Budějovice in 1914. These agreements gave legal recognition 
to the nationalities as political entities in elections and the representative bodies of those 
territories.5 In the meantime the introduction of universal, equal, and direct male suffrage 
for the Austrian chamber of deputies in 1907 included deliberate efforts to redraw many 
constituencies along lines of nationality. All these developments pointed in the direction of 
government for each nationality by officials and institutions of its own in a sort of “national 
autonomy” under the Habsburg crown, as the eminent Austrian constitutional scholar Ed-
mund Bernatzik termed it. Most of the nationalist parties had long pushed for this, but one 
cannot know, of course, how such arrangements might have developed had the monarchy 
survived World War I.6

Examining the development during the late nineteenth century of citizens’ relationship 
to the state and their loyalties to it as compared to nationality, religion, and class is a critical 
part of understanding the evolution of modern political action and civil society in Habsburg 
Central Europe. The practices of citizenship must be considered as an everyday reality in the 
lives of the population. Historians’ neglect, until recently, of the issue of citizenship in impe-
rial Austria contrasts sharply with the substantial body of scholarship on evolving notions of 
citizenship for many modern nation states.7 The imperial states of Central and East-Central 
Europe, in fact, developed new concepts of citizenship during the long nineteenth century 
as they moved away from the early modern social hierarchies of corporate privilege toward 
a direct relationship of citizens with the state, greater equality of legal rights, and gradu-
ally increasing participation in representative institutions. Since the Hungarian half of the 
Habsburg monarchy took a different path of political and constitutional development during 
the late nineteenth century, it is best to examine the development of citizenship and relations 
of citizens to the state separately in Austria and Hungary.8 As this chapter will show, the re-
lationship of the populace to the Austrian state changed significantly during the second half 
of the nineteenth century. Not only did citizens’ civil and political rights advance, but society 
developed a significant active engagement—indeed, an investment—in the workings of the 
transnational imperial state. The growth of the population’s engagement and investment in 
the state occurred in the same public sphere which saw the powerful advance of nationalist 
loyalties.

Law and governmental practice in early modern Austria defined the populace in each 
of the crown lands as subjects (Untertanen) of the Habsburg Landesfürst. Citizenship in the 
modern sense, in contrast, typically means the fixed, formal membership of individuals in 
a polity or state which guarantees all the protection of certain specified rights and entitle-
ments. Given this definition, the closest thing to a more modern notion of citizenship in 
early modern Austria was the right of domicile in a particular locality, what was eventually 
termed Heimatrecht, and with it, entitlement to poor relief.9 As the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century absolutist Austrian state moved increasingly toward a Rechtsstaat and 
guarantees of uniform protection under the law for all inhabitants, modern notions of state 
citizenship emerged. The civil code which Emperor Joseph II promulgated in 1786 began the 
explicit legal definition of Staatsbürgerschaft in the sense of citizens’ civic rights, although 
the monarchy’s legal language continued to mix notions of citizens, subjects, and corporate 
estates (Stände) for some decades into the nineteenth century. The legal reforms of 1848 and 
the 1850s and then the emergence of full constitutional government in the 1860s completed 
the process of creating equality before the law for all individual citizens. Legal historians 
have traced the development of the laws defining the relationship of individuals to the state 
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in both halves of the Habsburg monarchy, but scholars have not treated systematically the 
evolution of popular concepts of citizenship and the practical relationship of individuals to 
the state in everyday life during the long nineteenth century.10

A historical inquiry into changing concepts of citizenship must consider discursive 
expressions of political loyalties, formal political action, and the realm of informal everyday 
social and political relationships as well. The populace developed and expressed political 
loyalties and identities as a matter of practice in everyday life. Loyalties to the state, like those 
to nationality, were, after all, a matter of both ideas and what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
termed habitus, “a system of durable, transposable dispositions” or structured orientations 
which shape social action and reproduce various patterns in everyday activity.11 Studies of 
popular political loyalties and civil society need to borrow something from the methodolo-
gies and perspectives of Alltagsgeschichte if we are to understand the character of individuals’ 
and groups’ relations with the state and in connection with their other political loyalties and 
relationships. This chapter offers some suggestions as to what such research may reveal about 
the character and dynamics of the population’s relations with the Austrian state and popular 
attitudes toward that state during the late nineteenth century.

It is perhaps a commonplace to say that the state or government authority in all its 
layers and guises was a near-omnipresent reality for the inhabitants of Austria during the 
last half-century of the monarchy. It would be an interesting exercise to map all the contacts 
with various agencies of government which a typical citizen might have had in the course 
of a day or week. In city and town situations, those contacts included most obviously the 
post office for mail services and postal savings accounts; various tax and customs offices; 
public schools operated by the commune, the crown land, or the Ministry of Religion and 
Instruction; the communal magistracy; the registry of domiciles (the Meldeamt); local police 
and courts; communal registries for military service and district conscription offices; local 
military bases; state railroad and municipal transportation services; local building and health 
inspectors; communally or provincially operated hospitals and clinics; and state-licensed no-
taries. Perhaps the most familiar point of interaction between citizens and a governmental 
institution—or at least a franchised agency of the state—was the local tobacco shop. The cen-
tral Austrian state exercised a longstanding monopoly on the production and sale of tobacco 
products and franchised the ubiquitous privately operated local tobacco shops to represent 
the state, in effect, by selling not only cigarettes and cigars, but also postage and revenue 
stamps, state lottery tickets, official forms, and, in larger towns, tram tickets.

However much nationalist parties or radical labor or peasants’ organizations might 
complain about inadequate representation and unfair treatment at the hands of Austrian 
governmental institutions and agencies, the institutions of government were very much part 
of everyone’s daily life. The complaints almost always accompanied demands for a greater 
stake in the operations of government or a bigger share of the benefits of government ser-
vices. Perceptive observers at the time understood that Austria’s nationality conflicts were, in 
fact, in Karl Renner’s famous phrase, a “struggle for the state” rather than against it.12

During the absolutist era of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the 
Habsburg government made a significant start in developing modern administrative, judi-
cial, police, and educational systems, even if their evolution between 1815 and the 1840s 
failed to keep pace with the needs of a growing population, the early industrial economy, or 
even the state’s own security interests. By the 1820s and 1830s, though, even without modern 
representative institutions, the Habsburg monarchy already had the framework of a well-reg-
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ulated Rechtsstaat. The imperial government abolished the last vestiges of patrimonial justice 
after 1848 and separated the judiciary and judicial processes from the state administrative 
apparatus. The neo-absolutist reforms of the 1850s and then the new constitutional govern-
ment of the 1860s and 1870s renovated civil administration, law codes and the justice system, 
public education, and regulations for industry and commerce. The advent of constitutional 
government in the 1860s added a broad range of legal protections for citizens’ rights and 
liberties, comparable in many respects to the liberal legal standards of Western Europe in 
that era. The state also began to take a much more activist role than before 1848 in furthering 
economic development and dealing with the social problems of an increasingly urbanized, 
industrial society.

As in other western and central European states, the various layers of Austrian govern-
ment greatly increased their presence in society during the late nineteenth century by adding 
a myriad of new duties and responsibilities. These included the regulation of manufacturing 
and commerce, public transportation, health services, the licensing of certain professions 
and occupations, and new forms of specialized public education, to name only a few ex-
amples. John W. Boyer and other historians have noted that the addition of new government 
services and responsibilities accelerated significantly after the late 1880s and early 1890s, as 
modern capitalist agriculture and industry matured, conurbations grew, and political parties 
and interest groups reacted to economic development and the laissez faire policies of the 
1860s and early 1870s.13

How did the populace relate to government authority and to its growing administra-
tive and regulative functions? The Habsburg state originated in the dynastic alliances and 
wars of the late medieval and renaissance eras. During the late seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, the increasingly bureaucratized absolutist government tried to impose a uniform, 
centralized administration over all of the crown lands, although important autonomous in-
stitutions remained in the historic diets and Hungary’s county governments. With the de-
velopment of constitutionalism and representative institutions during the late nineteenth 
century, one must ask to what extent the populace won some influence over the development 
of government, gained some purchase on government administration, and came to see it as 
theirs in significant ways.

The growth of government functions and services in Austria during the late nineteenth 
century was based in part, but not completely, on legislation passed under constitutional pro-
cedures after the early 1860s by the parliament and secondarily by the diets of the individual 
crown lands and elected communal councils. Much of the foundations for the late nineteenth 
century administrative and regulatory functions originated before the constitutional era in a 
rich body of imperial decrees and ministerial ordinances, sometimes ratified by the diets of 
the individual crown lands, but often not. Even during the constitutional era, the state bureau-
cracy interpreted and implemented parliamentary and diet legislation by means of myriad 
ordinances and regulations issued by the ministries and the governors of the crown lands, 
who were responsible to the Interior Ministry. The central government issued many of the 
most important measures over the signature of the emperor, including orders to dissolve the 
parliament or individual diets and to call new elections, in the form of imperial patents, or 
allerhöchste Handschreiben in the colorful terminology of Habsburg administrative tradition.

For the most part, the Austrian government enjoyed a high level of civil order and 
popular compliance with its laws and ordinances over the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Episodes of civil unrest were limited in duration and scope, but simple compliance, of 
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course, does not necessarily mean genuine loyalty or positive, active popular engagement in 
the functioning of the state. Historians have written much on how during the constitutional 
era various political interests, particularly nationalist groups, challenged the legitimacy of 
Austria’s representative bodies and various imperial and ministerial decrees. Voters elected 
deputies to the lower house of parliament in separate curia, all with limited suffrage until 
1897, when a new curia based on universal male suffrage was added. After 1907 all members 
of the chamber of deputies were elected under universal direct and equal male suffrage, but 
to the end of the monarchy the provincial diets and communal councils generally retained 
stratified electoral systems with limited suffrage. During the first decades of the constitu-
tional era, the ministerial leadership in Vienna, in collusion with the dominant party inter-
ests, added to the inequalities of the representative bodies by gerrymandering the electoral 
districts for the lower house of parliament and many diets.

Various nationalist forces, most notably the Czechs and later some Slovene and Ruthe-
nian/Ukrainian politicians, agitated against the suffrage systems for the parliament and the 
diets. As early as the 1860s, Czech nationalist politicians began the practice of boycotting the 
parliament or the Bohemian Diet for shorter or longer periods to protest the electoral system 
or government policies. After 1890 the Social Democrats and eventually some nationalists 
like the Czech National Social Party, the Slovene Catholic People’s Party, and the Ruthenian-
Ukrainian parties in Galicia campaigned for universal suffrage and challenged the legitimacy 
of all legislative bodies elected by limited suffrage. Still, these parties typically sent represen-
tatives to those bodies whenever they could elect them.

Throughout the constitutional era various aggrieved parties periodically boycotted the 
parliament, individual diets, or communal councils, hoping to delegitimize those bodies in 
the eyes of their supporters. After the early 1890s politicians of nearly all stripes sharply criti-
cized particularly unpopular ministerial and imperial decrees as undemocratic interventions 
in a civilized modern legal and constitutional order, although they were generally careful 
to avoid committing sedition or lèse majesté. Still, one should not conclude that such com-
plaints signified ipso facto a fundamental rejection of the state’s legitimacy. Conventional his-
torical accounts emphasize that after the 1890s radical nationalists and more moderate poli-
ticians as well frequently obstructed legislative work in the Austrian parliament and various 
provincial diets as a form of protest. In an increasingly contentious political environment, 
such disruptive actions undermined public respect for particular ministers and the work of 
the state bureaucracy, the parliament, and diets. Nonetheless, the politicians generally used 
obstructionist tactics, as Lothar Höbelt has pointed out, both to demonstrate that they were 
doing at least something for their constituents and to strengthen their own hands in winning 
concessions from ministers, provincial governors, and other party leaders in the negotiations 
which invariably followed the moments of confrontation and crisis.14

Nearly all political interests acted to win advantages for their causes and constituencies 
within the various arenas of political action offered by the Austrian governmental structure, 
however contentious and exasperating political interactions might become. In the periods of 
greatest conflict, whether during sessions of the parliament or individual diets or during re-
cesses, the political parties, major interest groups, and government officials typically engaged 
in intensive multilateral negotiations. Both the party leaders and state officials were happy 
to pursue such discussions, but during the greatest crises they had to conduct the negotia-
tions in the glare of daily newspaper reports. Party politicians who loudly criticized unpopu-
lar officials such as the long-time Bohemian governor Count Franz von Thun-Hohenstein 
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(1889–96 and 1911–15) or the Austrian minister-president from 1911 to 1916, Count Karl 
Stürgkh, might also engage in extensive bargaining with those same officials in private, either 
directly or through intermediaries, no matter how improbable some of those conversations 
might seem.15 Some of the most extreme Czech nationalists or Pan-Germans might hope for 
the ultimate disappearance of the Habsburg state, but, as historians have often noted, almost 
no large, significant political interests within the monarchy worked actively and consistently 
for the dissolution of the Habsburg polity before the outbreak of World War I. This rejection 
of radical anti-state politics had as its natural corollary the vigorous and, more often than 
not, positive engagement of nearly all interests in the political processes established and sup-
ported by the state.

Many in imperial Austria recognized that after the 1860s a growing part of govern-
mental work went on in councils and agencies of the individual crown lands and com-
munes, which enjoyed considerable legal and practical political autonomy.16 The frequent 
obstruction of the parliament by nationalist parties after the mid-1890s resulted in a fur-
ther strengthening of the crown lands and their diets in the making of public policy, despite 
some ministers’ complaints about the autonomy of the diets.17 That autonomy facilitated an 
increasingly intensive engagement of provincial and local political and economic interests 
in the formation and implementation of policy. In this sense political parties and interest 
groups representing significant segments of society had a growing purchase on certain func-
tions of the government administration, particularly since the crown lands and communal 
governments accounted for a large part of the expansion of public services at the end of the 
century. Nationalist politicians after the 1880s viewed the extent of their influence or control 
over various parts of the government structure as vitally important elements of their respec-
tive groups’ “national property” (nationaler Besitzstand), and they campaigned vigorously 
for the advancement of that influence and control over various parts of the governmental 
structure.18

After the early 1860s autonomous functions for the communal councils and for the 
diets and executive committees of individual crown lands became a fundamental feature 
of constitutional law and government administration. In both Austrian law and public dis-
course the “state” referred to the central administrative, legislative, and judicial bodies and 
their direct appendages. For analytic purposes here, though, the Austrian state, in the broad-
er sense of all government authority, should be considered as including the diets of the crown 
lands, their executive committees, the communal councils, and their respective administra-
tive structures as well as the organs of the central government.

The Stadion Law of 1849 established the principle of broad autonomy for communal 
and city governments under elected councils. This liberal reform sought to strengthen both 
society and the state by encouraging local interests to take responsibility for communal ad-
ministration. Suspended under the neo-absolutism of the 1850s, communal self-government 
and autonomous communal authority developed quickly after the beginning of the constitu-
tional era in the 1860s. Communal governments, working under statutes and the supervision 
of the crown land governments, had primary responsibility for funding and operating pri-
mary education; assuring the security of persons and property; granting local legal residency 
(Heimatrecht); registering young men for military conscription; maintaining streets, squares, 
and bridges; providing for local water supplies, sanitation, local poor relief, and some lo-
cal public health services; and regulating local commerce, markets, labor matters, construc-
tion, and building standards. More significant police matters beyond the competence of the 
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Ortspolizei remained in the hands of the central state authorities, as represented by district 
administrations (Bezirkshauptmannschaften) under the Interior Ministry.

Local elites, political parties, and interest groups took charge of the communal coun-
cils and the communal officialdom, working within restricted, stratified suffrage systems un-
til the introduction of broader suffrage rights in a few localities after 1897. Already by the 
late 1860s, this part of the government structure belonged in effect to local political interests. 
Masters of communal politics at the turn of the century such as Vienna’s Karl Lueger, Josef 
Taschek in Budějovice, or Jan Podlipný in Prague took advantage of the autonomy granted 
the city governments under the Austrian legal and constitutional system to wield significant 
powers and to reward their supporters and constituents with privileges and communal ser-
vices. The dominant forces in the communal governments used their powers not only to ad-
vance their own political causes but also to pressure the crown land and ministerial authori-
ties to support local initiatives and interests. Strong popular interest in local government 
and hotly contested elections for communal councils bore witness to the deep engagement 
of significant portions of the population in this level of the state structure. The restricted 
suffrage notwithstanding, many in the local communities identified strongly with that part 
of the Austrian government administration represented by the communes and clearly saw 
communal self-government as theirs.

Believing in a centralized government, the German liberal reformers of the 1860s did 
not initially intend to give the crown lands any great autonomy, but the structures of the 
crown lands survived from the early modern era. The emperor’s short-lived federalist Oc-
tober 1860 Diploma reaffirmed their place in the government structure, and over time their 
responsibilities advanced steadily. The crown lands supervised police authorities and pri-
mary and secondary education; operated hospitals and asylums; set standards for public and 
animal health; maintained roads and highways; regulated property rights, manufacturing, 
hunting, fishing, and forest, mineral, and water resources; operated provincial museums and 
theaters; and collected taxes to support all these functions. The governor of each crown land 
(the Statthalter, or in smaller crown lands, Landespräsident) and his officialdom represented 
the central state administration as an extension of the Interior Ministry; but the governor 
shared responsibility for the delivery and oversight of the crown land’s public services with 
the diet and its executive committee (Landesausschuss). Leaders of the dominant political 
parties and factions in each diet held seats in the executive committee, and the committee 
in each crown land developed its own staff to administer programs and services created by 
the diets.19

The governors of the crown lands hemmed in somewhat the autonomous functions 
of the diets and their executive committees, but where the diets functioned well, the politi-
cal discourse of the time suggests that the dominant political forces and their constituen-
cies had considerable purchase on the legislative activity, the executive committee, and the 
officialdom dependent on the committee. This was surely true for the Polish conservatives 
who long dominated the Galician Diet; for the Slovene and German liberals and Slovene 
clerical nationalists who competed to control the Carniolan Diet; for the Christian Socials 
who led the Lower Austrian Diet after 1896; and for the German Liberals, later German 
Nationals, and Catholic politicians who contended for control of the Upper Austrian Diet.
In 1910, for example, Albert Gessmann, who helped Karl Lueger build the Christian Social 
Party, returned happily, after a brief stint as a cabinet minister, to his long-time position on 
the Lower Austrian executive committee, where he could influence primary and secondary 
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education and the hiring of school directors and teachers. After working to develop a new 
Austrian Ministry of Public Works in 1908, Gessmann apparently found the provincial ex-
ecutive committee a more rewarding base of operations.

Despite repeated boycotts and obstruction of the Bohemian Diet between the 1860s 
and 1914, Czech nationalists became deeply invested in the provision of many provincial ser-
vices which the executive committee administered. Naturally then, Czech nationalist politi-
cians loudly protested the action of the emperor and minister-president Count Karl Stürgkh 
in July 1913 (in the so-called Annapatente) to dissolve the Bohemian Diet and executive 
committee and put the administration of that crown land and its public services in the hands 
of an extraordinary administrative committee responsible to the central government. This 
action came after months of Czech–German wrangling had blocked all normal legislative 
business in the diet, including the approval of a budget for provincial services. Before the 
emperor issued the Annapatente, the Bohemian governor had consulted many of those same 
Czech politicians who then criticized the emergency measure. Most of them had reason to 
be relieved, though, that government operations and the delivery of services in Bohemia 
could resume under the new administrative committee, particularly when most of the same 
officials continued in place who were formerly employed by the provincial executive com-
mittee.20

The sense of popular purchase or investment in the work of the government admin-
istration also applied to state agencies under direct control of the ministries, where services 
were at stake which interested the public. State railroads, veterans’ facilities, and forests were 
obvious examples, but so also were institutions of secondary and higher education. After 
the 1860s the Ministry of Religion and Instruction regulated all Gymnasien, Realschulen, 
universities, and technical colleges. From the early 1870s that ministry also directly funded 
and operated all higher education and most of the secondary schools, although communal 
and crown land governments could operate their own secondary schools subject to ministe-
rial regulation. In theory and practice, the Austrian state intended the Gymnasien and Re-
alschulen to serve a narrow elite of youth, preparing them with rigorous academic curricula 
for further study in the universities and technical colleges, but growing public demand for 
secondary education continually stretched those intended limits.

Throughout the constitutional era an ever-increasing public appetite for access to 
Gymnasien and Realschulen put pressure on the Ministry of Religion and Instruction to ex-
pand educational opportunities. Where the Ministry would not open more schools, authori-
ties of the crown lands or towns started new Gymnasien and Realschulen on their own, hop-
ing in time for the Ministry to provide subsidies or to take them over and fund them fully.21

Nationalist politicians and voluntary associations such as the Deutscher Schulverein and the 
Czech Matice Školská saw primary and secondary schools as critically important agencies 
for advancing and protecting national loyalties, particularly in localities where members of a 
particular nationality were underserved by existing communal and state schools. Nationalist 
interests also pressed for greater opportunities for university and technical college education 
in their own mother tongues—or protection of them where they already existed—as signifi-
cant tokens of their national rights as well as crucial to the welfare of their constituencies.

In imperial Austria wherever there were linguistically mixed populations, nationalist 
political forces treated the operation of schools teaching in their own mother tongues as a 
major political concern. After 1880 nationalist school societies established networks of local 
associations and vigorously campaigned for donations to support their own primary schools 
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for minority populations too small to qualify for their own public institutions. Occasionally, 
private associations started their own secondary schools as well, although the higher costs 
than for primary schools made this rarer. High levels of public support in some regions 
for the nationalist school societies and for politicians who campaigned on the school issues 
indicate the strong investment by nationalist constituencies in the issue of education in the 
respective national languages. Schools became important trophies in the nationalist political 
contention. Here too, though, nationalist political agitation had as its practical goal capturing 
various public services of the Austrian state for a particular nationalist interest while retain-
ing the fiscal and administrative benefits of the government system.

German nationalist politicians tried to defend the privileged position of German-lan-
guage instruction in Austrian secondary and higher education and often after 1890 vigor-
ously opposed establishment of new state institutions teaching in other languages. After the 
1860s, though, demographic and political realities worked in the interests of Polish- and 
Czech-language education. When Polish conservatives in the Galician Diet established effec-
tive autonomy for provincial government there in the late 1860s and early 1870s, they made 
Polish the principal language of instruction in the universities of Kraków and Lemberg/
Lwów/L'viv. Polish dominated as the language of instruction in Galician state Gymnasien and 
Realschulen from the 1860s onward. In Bohemia and Moravia after the early 1860s, Czech 
nationalists won a gradual but steady increase in the number of secondary schools teaching 
in Czech as well as in Czech-language classes at the university of Prague and the technical 
colleges of Prague and Brno, leading eventually to dividing them into separate Czech and 
German institutions.

Public secondary and higher education in Ukrainian and Slovene developed more 
slowly than did that in Czech and Polish. After the 1890s Ruthenian/Ukrainian political in-
terests increased their efforts to advance public secondary and higher education in Ukrainian 
in eastern Galicia and Bukovina, but institutions teaching in Ukrainian and enrollments of 
Ukrainian-speakers still lagged well behind the Ukrainian-speaking share of the population 
for the Austrian half of the monarchy. Slovene-speakers enjoyed a strong political position 
in Carniola and had a higher average standard of living than did the Ukrainian-speaking 
population, but Slovene-language secondary education still developed more slowly than that 
in Czech and Polish. In 1895, for instance, German nationalist interests noisily blocked the ef-
forts of the Austrian government to establish Slovene-language parallel classes in the existing 
German Gymnasium in Cilli/Celje, southern Styria, helping to bring down the coalition cabi-
net of the day. In contrast, Italian long enjoyed a privileged position as the language of sec-
ondary instruction in the Adriatic coastal towns, but a government effort in 1904 to open an 
Italian-language law faculty in Innsbruck collapsed in the face of German nationalist protests. 
Nationalist campaigns during the last two decades before 1914 to win new state universities or 
faculties teaching in Ukrainian, Czech, Italian, and Slovene failed due to Polish and German 
nationalist opposition, fiscal constraints at the ministerial level, and government disinterest.22

Beyond the highly visible agitation of nationalist political parties and interest groups 
on educational matters, the public expressed concerns about public schools based on quite 
independent considerations. Many localities saw clashes between clerical and anticlerical 
interests over curriculum and the hiring of teachers and school directors.23 Citizens’ sense of 
their individual rights and entitlement to public education also came to the fore, sometimes 
conflicting with what nationalist parties and organizations wanted. This was clear in citizens’ 
reactions to official efforts to control or limit enrollments in particular public schools.
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During the constitutional era separate systems of public schools arose in linguistically 
mixed districts where there were sufficient enrollments to teach in the officially recognized 
languages. Parents conventionally had freedom to choose which schools their children at-
tended, regardless of what was their mother tongue or the family’s possible national loyalties. 
Under the liberal constitutional principles of the 1860s, individual declarations of national-
ity, mother tongue, or, in the censuses after 1880, language of everyday use (Umgangssprache)
were a matter of free self-ascription. Government authorities only began to register national-
ity officially in some crown lands after 1900. Many Czech- and Slovene-speaking parents, for 
example, sent their children to German schools for a few years or more so that they might 
learn German well, but Czech and Slovene nationalists complained that this put the children 
on the path to Germanization and alienation from their own nation. Ruthenian and Ukrai-
nian nationalists in Galicia made similar complaints against the sending to Polish-language 
schools of children whose mother tongue was not Polish.

The Moravian Compromise of 1905 required citizens to register their nationality of-
ficially so that they could be assigned to the appropriate national cadastre of voters. The leg-
islation also included a provision urged by Czech nationalists, the so-called Perek Law (Lex 
Perek), which permitted school children in Moravia to attend only schools where they were 
proficient in the language of instruction. Following these measures, Czech and German dis-
trict school boards began to “reclaim” children of their own nationality for their own schools 
if their parents chose to send them to the other schools. All this provoked loud complaints 
and legal challenges, not only from nationalist political groups but also from parents who 
wanted to send their children to the schools of their choice, regardless of considerations of 
nationality. In a closely watched 1910 ruling, the Austrian Supreme Administrative Court 
affirmed the right of school boards to engage in the national “reclamation” of children but 
permitted enrollment by children in Moravian schools who might not be competent in the 
language of instruction if that language corresponded to the child’s nationality.24 The contro-
versies surrounding the Perek Law and other nationalist initiatives to control which public 
schools children of a given nationality might attend raised a fundamental conflict in popular 
notions of citizens’ rights, as nationalists’ concepts of their nation’s collective rights to its 
own public schools collided with individuals’ understandings of their rights and entitlements 
as parents, taxpayers, and citizens of the Austrian state to send their children to the public 
school they chose.

When the central government made efforts to restrict enrollments in secondary 
schools to stem what it saw as excessively rapid growth, it ran into similar popular beliefs 
in citizens’ entitlement to access to public institutions. The central government, through 
the Ministry of Religion and Instruction, made the first attempt to slow the growth of
Gymnasium and Realschule enrollments under the German Liberal ministry of Leopold von 
Hasner in 1870 with the introduction of written and oral admissions examinations.25 Sec-
ondary enrollments only continued to increase thereafter, and in August 1880, soon after the 
conservative Count Eduard Taaffe became minister-president, the Ministry of Religion and 
Instruction ordered all state-accredited secondary schools to submit detailed annual reports 
on the admissions examinations.

The August 1880 ministerial order also mandated school directors to speak with new 
applicants and their parents about the purposes of academic secondary education. The di-
rectors were to “warn against attending a general educational institution those pupils whom 
one, from the outset, would not expect to want to use the secondary school to prepare for 
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higher education or to be able to, and to warn those whom one, from experience, would not 
expect to be successful in a secondary school.” The directors were to encourage such youth to 
enroll instead in an intermediate vocational school to learn industrial, commercial, or agri-
cultural skills.26 Nonetheless, neither this nor subsequent ministerial initiatives in the 1880s 
had much success in slowing the growth of secondary school enrollments or the admission 
of youth who were not likely to complete full courses of study. The school directors and 
crown land school committees (Landesschulräte) reported back to the ministry in late 1880 
that many parents wanted to give their sons at least a chance to study in an academic second-
ary school before trying something else. Some simply wanted their children to complete the 
lower forms before transferring to a commercial school, so that they could qualify for one-
year “volunteer” military service instead of normal conscription. Other parents wanted their 
children to study a few years in a Gymnasium or Realschule rather than going directly from 
the Volksschule to a Bürgerschule or vocational school, because they expected their children 
to develop better language and writing skills in an academic secondary school. This was 
particularly true for children whose mother tongue was not German but who enrolled in 
German-language Gymnasien and Realschulen.

According to the school directors’ reports from 1880, some parents were outspoken 
in their resentment of the official efforts to discourage their children from attending a Gym-
nasium or Realschule. They considered the choice of a school to be a family matter and not 
the business of any official. A Gymnasium director in Graz reported the blunt statement of 
a parent that “I pay taxes, too, and therefore have the same entitlement (Anrecht) as others 
to the education of my son in a state Gymnasium.”27 Whatever the state’s intentions in estab-
lishing and maintaining academy secondary schools to prepare a small number of qualified 
male youth for higher education, by 1880 parents across Austria considered the opportunity 
for their sons to study in a public Gymnasium or Realschule, even if only for a few years, as 
an entitlement for them as citizens and taxpayers. It took several decades before that sense 
of entitlement to secondary education began to extend to daughters. The long campaign for 
publicly supported secondary education for girls of equal status and quality to that for boys 
was just beginning in the 1870s and early 1880s, and given the lack of ministerial and provin-
cial support, the first girls’ secondary schools were generally private institutions.28

Popular interest and political agitation regarding the whole range of public services 
at the end of the nineteenth century showed that the populace saw themselves as citizens of 
the Austrian state who ipso facto were entitled to certain protections and services. Certainly, 
many segments of the population complained about the great powers of the ministerial bu-
reaucracy, the lack of genuine democracy at the higher levels of government, and various 
policies of the central government and individual crown lands, including the privileging of 
certain groups and interests. Nonetheless, as an everyday reality, citizens were deeply en-
meshed in the various layers of the government structure through its myriad functions and 
services. Citizens had a very real sense of ownership of parts of the government’s services, 
particularly those provided by the autonomous communal and crown land authorities, but 
also many services provided by the ministries themselves—and not merely as consumers but 
increasingly also as participants in the processes of creating, administering, and changing 
those services.

Citizens apparently thought themselves entitled to efficient and effective government 
services, whether provided by communal magistracies, the post, state railroads, the courts, 
public hospitals, or schools. To be sure, they did not consider “Austrian” a national designa-
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tion on a par with German, Czech, Pole, or Slovene, but their engagement in political agita-
tion, lobbying, and litigation regarding public services as well as electoral politics demon-
strated a strong practical sense of citizenship in the Austrian state. When individual citizens 
and political groups voiced their sense of legal rights and entitlements to public services 
under the laws of the central state and the crown lands, they communicated a consciousness 
that, despite their grievances and disappointments, the Austrian governmental structure in 
its various layers and services was theirs, whatever their particular loyalties to nationalist 
interests.

Numerous memoirs, works of contemporary fiction, and historical accounts testify 
to the particularly strong loyalty of the Jewish population to the Habsburg state during the 
constitutional era.29 Jews in both the Austrian and Hungarian halves of the monarchy were 
well aware that they enjoyed a far-reaching civil and legal equality that was unknown in tsar-
ist Russia and Romania, as well as occupational opportunities in parts of government service 
and the military officers’ corps that were greater than in much of Imperial Germany. In 
1883, Adolf Jellinek, the chief rabbi of Vienna, summed up well the feelings of Jews in many 
of the Austrian crown lands: “The Jews of Austria are Austrians first and last; they feel and 
think Austrian; they want a great, strong and mighty Austria. . . . They know and remember 
in boundless gratitude what the Emperor of Austria has granted them. . . . (I)n the Jewish 
prayer houses it is loudly proclaimed that Franz Joseph I made his Jewish subjects into real 
human beings and free citizens.”30 Affection for Emperor Franz Joseph as a protector of Jew-
ish rights survived in Central European Jewish lore for decades after the dissolution of the 
monarchy.

The desire of Jews in the monarchy for emancipation from the legal and economic 
disabilities of the early modern era and achievement of full political and social equality mo-
tivated them during the early decades of the constitutional era to support the political forces 
which championed—or at least accepted—equality and welcomed Jewish adherents. From 
the 1860s to around 1890 the majority of Jews in Vienna, the Alpine crown lands, and the Bo-
hemian lands supported the German liberal political cause and in the public sphere accepted 
its vision of a liberal German nationalism, even if low levels of conversion and intermarriage 
still kept Jews’ private lives largely separate. In Galicia, where the great majority of Jews re-
tained Yiddish as their first language and most remained religiously observant, Jews tended 
until the 1890s to support the conservative constitutional politics of the Polish landowners 
and intellectuals, led by the Stańczyks in the Galician Diet, even if few Jews identified with 
the explicitly Catholic Polish national cause.31

The rise of a more aggressive mass-based nationalism among most of the Austrian 
nationalities and of radical political antisemitism after the late 1880s made Jewish political 
loyalties to the older liberal or conservative political parties increasingly problematic. The 
election of the Christian Social Party leader Karl Lueger as mayor of Vienna in 1897, mob 
attacks on Jewish homes and businesses in Prague in December 1897, pogroms in western 
Galicia in 1898, and antisemitic political agitation in many places over the next 15 years 
created shockwaves among Jews throughout the Austrian crown lands. Nonetheless, identi-
fication with a Jewish national cause, either in the form of diaspora nationalism or Zionism, 
attracted only a minority of the Jewish population up to 1918.

Whatever the fluctuations in Austrian Jews’ support for one or another political cause, 
whether liberal nationalist, social democratic, or Jewish nationalist, most continued until 
the end of World War I to express an unquestioning loyalty to the Austrian state, to its laws 
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and administrative structures. If anything, the challenges posed by the growing radicalism 
and antisemitism of many nationalist parties reinforced many Jews’ loyalties to the liberal 
Austrian state as a bulwark of their civil and economic rights.32

The growing engagement and indeed investment of individual citizens and societal 
interests in the institutions of the Austrian state structure, its legislative bodies, judicial pro-
cesses, public services, and administrative apparatus surely sustained some level of loyalty to 
that state among diverse elements of the population. It is no easy task, however, to determine 
just what was the character and strength of that loyalty for particular groups at various times, 
especially when much of the testimony which one would naturally consider was written after 
the collapse of the Habsburg polity and its replacement by avowedly national states. We do 
know that from the end of the Napoleonic Wars until the last year or two of World War I, 
there were high levels of popular compliance with the laws, administrative regulations, and 
military service obligations. But for the upheavals of 1848–1849, few in the Austrian crown 
lands before late in World War I openly challenged the sovereignty and legitimacy of the 
Habsburg state; moments of civil unrest were limited in duration and extent.

Famously, the Austrian imperial authorities chose early in the nineteenth century to 
cultivate popular loyalties to the emperor and the Habsburg dynasty as symbols of the state, 
its laws and regulations, accepting that they could not superimpose an Austrian national 
identity over national loyalties based on language, culture, and regional history among the 
populace.33 Throughout the late nineteenth century the central state authorities worked to 
encourage popular loyalties to the state, not only by the coercive means of law enforcement 
measures, but also through the public performance of such loyalties in state celebrations and 
formal visits around the monarchy by high state officials, the emperor, and other members 
of the imperial family, much as other European states did during this era. At moments when 
nationalist political passions were running high, the central Austrian authorities feared the 
possibility of hostile counter-demonstrations or massive abstentions, but more often than 
not the public observances went off without serious incident. Indeed, Daniel Unowsky and 
other historians have shown that many local and provincial politicians, including most con-
servative and moderate nationalists, were eager to use state holidays and visits by the em-
peror, the empress, or archdukes and archduchesses to display the importance of the autono-
mous provincial and communal bodies and the accomplishments of those bodies under their 
elected leaders.34 Radical nationalists like the Pan-Germans or the Czech National Socials 
and State-Right Radicals might ostentatiously avoid singing the imperial hymn—or even 
attending—when the emperor and other members of the imperial family were saluted, but 
large segments of the population joined in such observances.

The efforts of local and provincial political figures to use public celebrations and ob-
servances to demonstrate their own roles in civil society and the work of governance showed 
that such events affirmed the functionings of the whole state structure and, implicitly or 
explicitly, a sense of loyalty to the state on the part of local officials and the public alike as 
a natural part of everyday life. This was more than simple affection or curiosity vis-à-vis 
the persons of the emperor and his family or a traditional loyalty to dynastic authority. It is 
true that for many citizens with strong nationalist sentiments during the last decades before 
World War I, loyalty to the Austrian state did not involve the strong affective bonds and vivid 
sense of personal belonging which they invested in their national loyalties. Still, as a matter 
of everyday reality, the practices of citizenship and compliance with the Austrian state’s web 
of laws, ordinances, administration, fiscal requirements, and military obligations constituted 
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a loyalty to the state which went beyond personal respect for the emperor and which crossed 
the divisions of language, religion, national allegiance, and distinctive local or regional his-
tories. In a political order where the populace had strong expectations about the rule of law 
and constitutional principles, the state which provided guarantees of law and order, personal 
security, and opportunities for representation could command a considerable degree of alle-
giance from much of the population, even despite the inequalities and lack of full democracy 
which persisted. Loyalty to the state coexisted, of course, with vigorous criticism of its poli-
cies and with other loyalties—to local communities, religious denominations, political par-
ties and movements, and national causes. The population and their local, provincial, and par-
liamentary leaders expressed their multiple coexisting loyalties in the elaborately staged state 
celebrations and imperial visits and in the causes which they worked to advance through the 
engagement of parties and interest groups in policymaking at all levels of governance during 
the last half-century before 1918.

Support for the state and its military effort was strong in all the Austrian territories 
during the first two years of World War I, even among radical nationalists like the Czech 
National Socials, despite the efforts of German nationalists to spread the myth of Czech 
disloyalty.35 Loyalty to the Austrian state only disintegrated in the general population toward 
the end of the war, when the central state authorities proved no longer able to assure the basic 
welfare, security, and rights of the citizenry or even to uphold an independent Austro-Hun-
garian diplomatic and military stance vis-à-vis Germany.36 Still, given the citizenry’s strong 
engagement in the web of the Austrian state during the last decades before 1914, one should 
not be surprised that in autumn 1918 many ardent nationalist politicians were careful to 
preserve significant parts of the old legal and administrative systems in the newly indepen-
dent successor states. They did this in part to assure civil order but also because they were so 
thoroughly habituated to those systems and considered important parts of them their own.

The prominent Czech politician and financial expert Alois Rašín expressed these sen-
timents notably when he drafted much of Czechoslovakia’s first law, issued with the declara-
tion of independence on October 28, 1918. The second paragraph declared simply that “all 
previous provincial and imperial laws and regulations remain for the time being in effect.” 
Rašín explained candidly this insistence on continuity: “The basic purpose of this law was to 
prevent any anarchic situation from developing, so that our whole state administration [celá 
naše správa] would remain and continue on October 29 as if there had been no revolution 
at all.”37 For Rašín and many others like him, it was not simply a matter of convenience to 
preserve temporarily the old Austrian government administration, rather it was their admin-
istration.

Rašín’s colleague, Tomáš G. Masaryk, who quickly assumed the presidency of the 
Czechoslovak Republic, raised deep concerns about the heritage of the Austrian state, its 
laws and practices, and the public’s habituation to them. He was a keen observer of society’s 
relationship to state authority and of long-ingrained popular attitudes toward government. 
Masaryk argued that if a new, more fundamentally democratic political culture were to de-
velop under the Republic, with less dependence on the government bureaucracy and state 
initiative than under the monarchy, then the populace must make concerted efforts to “de-
Austrianize” (odrakouštiti se) itself.38 Given the strong legacy of the old state and the difficult 
contemporary circumstances, that was a great challenge for all the successor states of the 
Habsburg monarchy. Despite the intentions of political thinkers such as Masaryk, the tradi-
tions of strong bureaucratic authority in fact survived well in all the new states.
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Marking National Space on 
the Habsburg Austrian 
Borderlands
1880–1918

Pieter M. Judson

Early in Fritz Mauthner’s 1913 novel, Der letzte Deutsche von Blatna, the hero, Anton Gegen-
bauer, remarks on a minor renovation to an arcade in the main square of his fictional small 
town, Blatna. For Mauthner and his protagonist, these external cosmetic changes reflect 
some much deeper transformations that have gradually overtaken the fictional Bohemian 
community.

The words “Stephan Silber’s Gasthaus”—“zum römischen Kaiser”—had decorated the middle 
arcade for 20 years. [As a child] Anton had first practiced his knowledge of spelling by reading 
those freshly gilded letters. Now the text had been whitewashed and the bright red letters that 
decorated the white background spelled out: “Stjepan Zilbr hostinec.” The given name Stephan 
had been Czechified, the name “Silber” had simply been written using Czech orthography; 
“hostinec” basically meant the same thing as “pub,” but sounded more patriotic than “Gas-
thaus.” This painting over, along with the changes inside that they reflected, symbolized the 
process by which the German town had slowly but surely been transformed into a Czech one.1

Mauthner, a German (nationalist) Jewish Bohemian sets this tragic tale of national de-
cline on the language frontier, a kind of unofficial borderland within imperial Austria that 
was understood to separate the Czech and German nations. In this region, Mauthner tells us, 
the specific geographic feature that separated the two nations was the Bjelounka river. “From 
time immemorial, the Bjelounka had served as the sharp frontier between the Czech and the 
German people, between the Slavic lowlands and the [German] highlands.” The tollhouse at 
the southern extreme of Blatna sat “on the last piece of German earth,” and “even the [statue 
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of] St. John Nepomuk on the bridge would have spoken Czech, if silence had not been his 
lot.”2 In the course of the nineteenth century, however, some alarming new developments had 
called the traditional certainties of this boundary into question. Czech families had crossed 
the Bjelounka in search of employment with the prosperous German artisans and manufac-
turers of Blatna. Gradually, Czechs too had bought property in the town, and soon “some 
houses on the [main street], some offices in the Town Hall and even the Church Sacristy” 
came into Czech hands. The language frontier had been breached, although much of this 
had happened without evidently affecting the surface character of the town. “In Blatna there 
were many people who spoke German with difficulty, but together they felt themselves to be 
part of a German town.”3 The national character of the town changed more visibly, however, 
as Czech nationalists began to assert their presence more publicly. The fearful German com-
munity, meanwhile, acquiesced to the new conditions, and bilingual opportunists like pub 
owner Stephan Silber (himself a Slovakian Jew, we learn) followed the new direction the wind 
was blowing. Only Anton, the last German in Blatna, manfully battled Czech trickery, Czech 
threats of boycotts, of violence, and even Czech attempts to use an innocent girl to seduce 
him, in order to maintain both his nation’s honor and the German character of his hometown.

In the context of late Imperial Austria this term “borderland” rarely referred to a bor-
der between sovereign states. Instead, borderlands usually referred to internal national or 
cultural frontiers that allegedly separated—or conjoined—imagined nations, cultures, or 
even civilizations, along shared peripheries. In the 1890s the use of the term “borderland” 
to characterize a town like Blatna would have called to mind several powerful ideological 
images for a nationalist readership, some of which I will elaborate below. These images were 
produced thanks largely (and unintentionally) to decisions made by Austria-Hungary’s de-
mographers in the 1870s. They determined that starting with the decennial census of 1880, 
respondents in Austria would be asked to list their “language of daily use.” Nationalists had 
increasingly used the census results to plot the territorial extent of their nations geographi-
cally. They produced maps and statistical studies that measured and depicted the geographic 
dispersal of the population that spoke the national language, along with its gains or losses 
from decade to decade. Because nations had no legally sanctioned existence in Imperial Aus-
tria and occupied no officially recognized administrative units of territory, activists viewed 
the mapping, marking, and defense of these national frontiers as all the more critical. And 
because nationalists in Austria tended to define their national cultures primarily in terms of 
language, the use of a given language became their primary measure of the nation’s territo-
rial spread.

The officially a-national and apolitical census, on which many of these presumptions 
about national territory rested, became an important political moment every ten years, when 
rival nationalists of all kinds struggled against each other to increase their numbers.4 The 
frontiers in this case were the places where people who spoke different languages lived next 
to each other. Since the census did not measure the phenomenon of bilingualism, it was 
possible to imagine that the choice of one language excluded the potential choice of other 
languages, and thus in theory to map the geographic extent of a single language’s use.5 At the 
same time, although the census did not reflect the extent of bilingualism in multilingual re-
gions, nationalist activists were well aware that in such regions they had to use every possible 
power of persuasion to attract as many people as possible to their side, and to diminish the 
threat of side-switching. The language frontiers where such switching was possible became 
critical sites for nationalist activism.
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In a sign of their anxiety about demographic changes in these conceptually periph-
eral regions, nationalist activists painted them as wild, untamed, potentially violent rural 
frontiers, lawless regions less cultivated and civilized than the national centers.6 For many 
nationalists, the geographic proximity of one national culture to another alone conjured 
disturbing images of vulnerability to unspecified forms of social disorder, to a breakdown 
of cultural norms, but also images of potential heroism. Not surprisingly, given these dy-
namics, nationalist attitudes about these frontiers betrayed a contradictory set of hopes and 
fears. In terms of their hopes, nationalists understood the language frontier to be the site 
of authentic national identity, of age-old struggle, of strong and fearless frontier guardians. 
Nationalists depicted the hardy frontier people as more nationally authentic than the “lazy 
cultural degenerates” who inhabited the unthreatened hinterland with its cities and cosmo-
politan culture. According to this view, these frontier peasants acted as border guards for 
the nation. Their experiences told a moral lesson. Their families had lived in such regions 
for centuries where they had battled to maintain their national identity in the face of attacks 
by devious enemies. Another frontier novel about the southern borderlands, Rudolf Hans 
Bartsch’s Das deutsche Leid, depicted the Styrian border Germans in ideal terms: “Only the 
strongest hearts can survive here on the borderland. Men, for whom honor and duty come 
naturally, whose hearts are filled with divine love and not the earthly variety, men who are 
strong enough to remain steadfast, to be good friends to each other and a worthy enemy to 
the opponent . . . We offer a strong example, we people of the borderlands, we are no flabby 
half-breeds.”7 On Bartsch’s frontier (as on Mauthner’s), the very physical proximity to other 
nations clarified the boundaries that supposedly separated Germans from their Czech or 
Slovene neighbors. The virtues displayed by the frontier German not only differentiated him 
from other Germans, but more importantly, these virtues delineated the ways he differed 
from his Slavic neighbors.

In terms of fears, however, nationalists also worried that the frontier could be breached, 
as in the case of Mauthner’s Blatna. Clearly, the conception of the frontier peasant as a hardy 
national hero coexisted uncomfortably and in tension with far less flattering depictions of 
peasants in these border regions. Activists constantly found themselves battling against what 
they considered to be national indifference among peasants and rural villagers based in stub-
born ignorance or religious fanaticism. Rural villagers frequently had no idea that a national 
battle raged around them. They accepted bilingualism as normal; they socialized regularly 
and even intermarried with members of other nations. Nationalists worried about the reli-
ability of rural communities on these language frontiers, especially where cunning, trickery, 
and aggression on the part of a national enemy replaced normal forms of social interaction, 
and where only the strongest representatives of the nation could maintain a clear sense of 
national loyalty. Any national indifference on the part of villagers might cause the nation 
to lose numbers and territory to the enemy. According to this view, the best way to bolster 
frontier people in this daily battle for national survival was to teach them about their national 
identity. These fears made it possible for nationalist activists from Austria’s cities to justify 
setting up shop in rural regions. They simultaneously found reasons to praise the locals they 
encountered even as they complained about the shocking levels of national indifference and 
ignorance they encountered.

Projecting aggressive colonizing hopes and demographic fears onto Austria’s language 
frontiers, nationalist activists of all kinds in Imperial Austria, whether Czech, German, or 
Slovene, struggled to push back the frontier. Strengthening or expanding the frontier re-
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quired ingenuity, strategic thinking, and considerable resources, because, in theory at least, 
the national opponent on the other side of the frontier engaged in the same kind of zero-
sum game. So while language frontiers provided compelling settings for nationalist propa-
ganda and calls to arms such as Mauthner’s novel, they also increasingly demanded real 
interventions by activists determined to save them for the nation. Nationalist ambitions for 
the frontiers were limitless. Activists spoke of securing regions through colonial settlements, 
of building population bridges between territories, and of pushing enemy nations back be-
hind rivers or mountain ranges. The bulk of the work they actually took up in these language 
frontier regions, however, involved far less ambitious forms of daily activism. Instead, as 
mentioned above, activists on the frontier found that their biggest challenge was to teach 
locals about the primary importance of their relationship to their nation.

Instead of developing in situ out of local experiences with a multilingual society, beliefs 
about national difference actually had to be imported to regions where pluricultural prac-
tices characterized daily life well into the twentieth century.8 Rural Austria had its share of 
social conflicts, but those conflicts did not usually develop out of a prior sense of belonging 
to one nation or another, or of using one language or another. Nor does the evidence suggest 
that local differences in language use had traditionally produced hostilities within commu-
nities in multilingual regions.9 In fact, activists’ assertions about the nationalist significance 
of linguistic differences did not reflect deeply rooted cultural conflict or significant power 
differentials between alleged national groups, especially in the rural world.10 Their claims 
often ran counter to the logic of local social practice in such regions. Instead of giving politi-
cal voice to existing social and cultural differences in rural Austria, as nationalists claimed 
they did, their rhetoric constituted a strategy designed to create new social boundaries in 
multilingual communities, precisely where few such boundaries had traditionally existed. In 
fact, as nationalists occasionally admitted in frustration, the people of the frontier sometimes 
simply refused to commit themselves to a nation or to recognize that their language-use gave 
them a distinct national identity. Like renegades in stories of wartime struggle, on occasion 
these people even appeared to betray the national cause. Villagers frequently defended their 
rights to a bilingual education for their children, for example, against the prescriptions of 
nationalists who saw in bilingualism the first step toward a child’s denationalization. In other 
cases too, religious practice and village tradition often signified more to local people as mark-
ers of community than did the different languages they used in daily life.11 In the rest of this 
chapter I will explore some institutions, ritual and symbolic practices, and strategies of per-
suasion nationalists developed in order to promote a greater sense of national identification 
among the inhabitants of borderland regions in Bohemia, Moravia, and Styria.

Nationalists—especially, in retrospect, after 1918—liked to portray their movements 
as spontaneous products of popular agitation. But in fact it was the ways state policy made 
particular issues available for debate and particular political or organizational institutions 
available for use that enabled nationalists to build their movements. It is important to note 
just how the institutional framework within which they operated shaped the issues around 
which nationalists built their programs and the specific organizational strategies they de-
veloped. The enormously creative forms of community activism national activists brought 
to villages, towns and cities throughout the Empire were shaped more than we realize by 
imperial institutions.

In terms specifically of form, the constitutional laws of 1867 that created a common 
Austrian citizenship guaranteeing the rights of free association, of political participation, of a 
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relatively free press, and of communal autonomy provided activists with several possible op-
portunities and sites for organizing effective local or interregional movements. At the same 
time, the new laws influenced the particular developmental trajectories taken by nationalist 
movements. For example, because the constitution placed some limits on specifically politi-
cal associations—barring women from membership and requiring the presence of a police 
deputy at public meetings—it makes sense that the rise of mass nationalist organizations in 
Austria preceded and overshadowed the rise of effective mass nationalist political parties. 
These nonpolitical self-help organizations could profit from the activist energies of a female 
membership and avoid close scrutiny by the police.12

In terms of ideological content, these self-help organizations took up issues that would 
give them the greatest return on their activist investment. Again, imperial laws and consti-
tutional rights played a key role in determining activist programs. Although the constitution 
did not admit the existence of nations, for example, it did recognize individual Austrians’ 
right to an education in their own language, and to be able to communicate with the civil 
service in their own language. These general (vague) constitutional goals of linguistic equal-
ization (Gleichberechtigung) were confirmed and elaborated by an independent judiciary in 
the decades following the constitution’s implementation.13 If we examine the issues around 
which local nationalist activists built their organizational efforts, we find that they focused 
precisely on elaborating or expanding those constitutional rights and that they frequently 
used the courts to do so. The first successful mass organizations created in 1880 by Czech and 
German nationalists were school associations, the Ústřední matice školská (Central Mother 
School) and the Deutscher Schulverein (German School Association). Slovene nationalists es-
tablished their school association, the Družba Ciril-Metod (Cyril and Metodius Association) 
in 1885, and Italian nationalists founded a Lega Nazionale (National League) in 1891. These 
interregional organizations used the constitutional recognition of the right to schooling in 
one’s own language to force the administration to expand the rights of linguistic minorities.

Seeking to reverse alleged national decline in border regions, these school associations 
raised money to build so-called “minority language schools” in districts where not enough 
school-aged minority children lived to entitle them to a public school in their own language. 
Austria’s Supreme Administrative Court ruled in 1884 that if a minimum of 40 children liv-
ing within four kilometers desired schooling in another language, then the state would have 
to provide a community with such a school.14 Thus, once a school association had established 
a private minority school in a community, it worked hard to entice 40 children to attend, so 
that the state would have to assume public funding of the school, and the association could 
use its funds to start the process all over again in another village. That was hardly the end of 
the story, however. Once one school association became involved in a local community, it 
did not take long before a rival school association came to the local defense of “its” minor-
ity or majority, thereby escalating a competition for local children. Access to education in a 
particular language became one of the most sensitive political issues in the Monarchy, often 
shaping the forms of activism and politics engaged in by local nationalists.

Probably the most visible and influential nationalist institution in any frontier com-
munity was the minority or national schoolhouse. The solid, often two-story modern school 
buildings with their high-pitched roofs and signs that announced the “Česke Škola,” the 
“Slovenske Škola,” or the “Deutsche Schule” often towered over the rural landscape and con-
stituted an aggressive challenge by one nationalist group to the local hegemony of another. 
More than nationalist street names or even monuments commemorating nationalist heroes 
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like Jan Hus or Emperor Joseph II, the schools constituted an unmistakable symbol of na-
tional difference on a contested frontier. Or did they? Nationalists in multilingual frontier 
regions wanted locals to see the world in terms of opposed national communities. But in 
order to make their schools succeed, local nationalists often had to abandon their ideologi-
cal insistence on purity, on cultural—if not racialized—differences that allegedly separated 
nations. The very pervasiveness of the kinds of behaviors that nationalists deplored—bilin-
gualism, so-called mixed marriages or other unseemly forms of fraternization among na-
tions—forced them to compete for children of all kinds to populate their schools. While 
nationalists proclaimed visions of cultures separated by unbridgeable gulfs, they used every 
form of persuasion they could devise to persuade anybody to send children to their schools.

By the turn of the century, nationalists used gifts of clothing, shoes, books, or even 
money to persuade families to send their children to one school or another.15 In one 1913 
fundraising appeal, for example, the German School Association reminded members that 
its schools required increasing support in order to compete successfully with well-funded 
Slav alternatives for “children from mixed marriages or children of nationally hermaphrodite 
parents.” Such parents might send their children to “whichever school was better equipped 
or organized” or whichever school provided material advantages such as “free books or oth-
er instructional materials or better presents at Christmas.”16 Local competition for children 
could become fierce not simply because of economic incentives, but also because local par-
ents frequently had good reason to desire a bilingual education for their children. On a trip 
to investigate nationalist conflict in Bohemia during the First World War, Viennese social-
ist and education expert Robert Scheu observed that, “Some families send their children 
alternately to the Czech school one year and the German school the next.” This practice, he 
noted, produced a situation in which, “Both nations attempt to win students over for their 
schools, and not always with the most honest methods.”17 In his memoir, Heinrich Holek, a 
working-class Bohemian, recalled how his father had decided to send him to a new minority 
school erected by the Czech matice školská both because of the promised gifts of clothing 
and shoes, but also because his father believed that “it could also be useful for me to learn to 
write properly in Czech.”18

Similar situations obtained in other so-called frontier regions of the Empire. A Ger-
man nationalist newspaper in 1905 reported from the Styrian village of St. Egydi/šentilj, 
for example, that five pupils had withdrawn from the German minority school that year to 
attend its Slovene counterpart, allegedly because of “nationalist agitation.” It accused local 
Slovene nationalists of spreading rumors that children at the Slovene language school would 
receive new clothing for Christmas as opposed to the “old rags” distributed by the German 
School Association. Furthermore, two German families had supposedly decided to transfer 
their children to the Slovene school because it had a better reputation than the German 
school. The German nationalist reporter alleged bitterly that the real reason for the popular-
ity of the Slovene school might be the fact that in the previous year “not one pupil had been 
disciplined for poor attendance.”19

If minority schoolhouse buildings marked nationalist claims to the landscape in stone 
and brick, their glass windows often made them attractive targets for vandalism and some-
times riots. After the turn of the century, many frontier minority schools repeatedly suffered 
on those occasions when local rowdies had too much to drink or when they perceived that 
the community the school symbolized had wronged them in some way. Although it would be 
difficult to attribute particular motives to the individuals who actually vandalized minority 
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school buildings, the nationalist media had no doubt who was to blame. Newspapers took 
advantage of such incidents to promote the idea that serious nationalist conflict threatened 
the locality.20 A vandalized school offered a stern warning to members of a national commu-
nity that the other side would not shrink from using violence if necessary, to accomplish its 
goal of political or cultural transformation. A vandalized school also provided local nation-
alists with a more convincing argument that national conflict was real and that the national 
community was physically endangered. Broken windows offered an immediate example of 
that “breached frontier” that Mauthner’s novel described.

Frontier minority schools offered nationalists other opportunities to engage the lo-
cal community in nation-building activities that also made claims on public space. School 
festivals, for example, involved parents and their children in public celebrations that could 
easily become public enactments of national identity. Whether parents and children actually 
experienced these celebrations as exercises in national community, nationalists on all sides 
certainly interpreted them in this fashion. In 1906 German and Slovene activists interpreted 
a festival in the Styrian town of Lichtenwald/Sevnica in nationalist terms because of its as-
sociation with the new German minority school there. It is not clear, however, whether the 
parents and children who participated felt themselves to be engaged in a national ritual or 
simply a school ritual. Census data for Lichtenwald/Sevnica suggests that because the Ger-
man-speaking minority was very small, there can be little doubt that a majority of the chil-
dren who attended this school, described by one nationalist newspaper as “the most beautiful 
building in Lichtenwald,” came from Slovene-speaking families. (In purely nationalist terms 
they had been seduced by the enemy to become renegades). On the evening of 29 July, chil-
dren and parents joined to celebrate the end of the school year. After the festivities, held on 
school grounds, the organizers gave the children Chinese lanterns for a parade to the town’s 
main square. With a small band playing, the children sang and their parents marched with 
them to the center of town. There, however, they encountered a crowd of some 50 people 
standing outside an inn who yelled “pfui,” an expression of disgust, along with the Slovene 
greeting “Na zdar.” A small riot ensued. No children were hurt, but anarchy reigned for an 
hour until the local gendarmes arrived to enforce the peace.21 Not all such school festivals 
and celebrations ended in violence. Nevertheless, the example demonstrates both the im-
portance nationalists assigned specifically to schools as physical symbols of nationalist pro-
grams, and the importance of rituals that enacted ownership of public space for the nation.

The teachers in minority schools often constituted the most committed nationalists 
in many frontier villages and towns. Teachers’ numbers had expanded rapidly, starting with 
the liberal Austrian school reforms of 1869 that required eight years’ primary schooling for 
both boys and girls. Within five years in Bohemia alone, five hundred new schools had been 
founded; by 1914 that number had grown to two thousand. In order to accommodate this ex-
pansion, the state set up teacher training institutes, and for the first time accorded teachers a 
status similar to that of state civil servants.22 This new status and the rights to social insurance 
programs it offered made teaching an attractive vehicle for ambitious students from Mittel-
stand backgrounds who hoped to achieve social mobility and financial security. Many teach-
ers came from rural village or small town backgrounds, but their training had taken them to 
Prague, Graz, Brünn/Brno, or Vienna where they had often become exposed to nationalist 
movements. When they were posted to rural schools, they often brought with them new 
commitments and enthusiasms for the national idea. Teachers hired by the nationalist school 
associations to teach in minority schools had an even greater sense of national mission.



Marking National Space on the Habsburg Austrian Borderlands 129

Teachers’ roles in constructing local national society built on their core educational 
functions in the classroom. Czech and German nationalist teachers in Bohemia and Mora-
via, for example, also served as librarians for the local peoples’ libraries that offered (nation-
alist) entertaining and educational fare to their clients. In some regions rural schoolteachers 
served as informal loan officers for local nationalist credit unions, or as the organizers of 
reading societies, discussion clubs, adult education groups, lecture series, and of patriotic 
nationalist public celebrations. As we will see below, when local nationalists raised a monu-
ment to Joseph II or Jan Hus, for example, the schoolteacher often led the consecration ritual, 
explaining to onlookers the significance of the national figure whose stone likeness would 
now dominate the village square. The teacher, counseled one German nationalist pamphlet, 
“should emphasize the German character and honorable German history of the community, 
perhaps by focusing on important German role models from the past that can evoke pride 
and emulation among contemporary rural people.”23 Many Czech, German, and Slovene na-
tionalist associations also hired “travelling teachers,” men who hiked regularly from village to 
village in a given region, holding lectures and workshops on both nationalist and economic 
themes, and reporting to their employers on the national conditions they encountered in 
each locality. All of these pedagogical exercises aimed to mobilize as many local villagers as 
possible for nationalist events, to reinforce fundamental concepts of national difference that 
allegedly separated peoples, and to make those differences visible in daily life. As one Czech 
nationalist association pointed out, “The local branches of our [Czech] nationalist associa-
tions owe their existence in the countryside mainly to teachers. . . . They work in every way 
possible for the awakening of the indifferent countryside.”24

Besides school associations, several other kinds of mass nationalist associations also 
directed local efforts to define and protect the embattled frontier. These organizations gen-
erally tried to engage a broader range of aspects of people’s public and even private lives. 
Both Czech and German nationalists founded regional nationalist defense organizations, 
starting in 1884 with the Národní jednota pošumavská and the Deutsche Böhmerwaldbund, 
respectively, in southern Bohemia. These were quickly followed by the founding of defense 
organizations for other regions of Bohemia and Moravia. To the south, German national-
ists in Graz founded the Südmark in 1889, an organization meant to protect and expand 
the local hegemony of the German nation in Austria’s southern borderlands.25 These orga-
nizations swiftly gained tens of thousands of members generally organized in small local 
branches that were responsible for planning local activism and funding the central orga-
nization.26

If imperial institutions had shaped the structural particulars of mass nationalist as-
sociations, the budding consumer and advertising revolutions of the late nineteenth century 
also influenced many of the tactics with which nationalists experimented. From the start, na-
tionalists sought strategies that would make a territory national in easily recognizable ways 
and that would also remind people of the importance of national identity to their local social 
life. Nationalists adapted a variety of imaginative consumption-related strategies along with 
countless symbols and ritual practices both to rally men, women, and children for the na-
tion and to produce a local landscape that was legibly national. Their frequent assertion that 
national defense was primarily a family issue enabled them to mobilize around issues that 
would otherwise have been considered purely domestic. This redefinition of national politics 
to highlight the family made the mobilization of women an increasingly central aim after 
1900, even as these organizations proclaimed their essentially nonpolitical character. Despite 
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the fact that boycotts were formally illegal in Imperial Austria, for example, nationalist news-
papers and pamphlets counseled women to shop for food at shops and market stalls run by 
their co-nationals, to hire co-nationals as domestic servants if possible, and to consider the 
nation in every question of domestic consumption and leisure. Women in these organiza-
tions also proved themselves to be skilled organizers and especially impressive fundraisers, 
as Heidrun Zettelbauer and others have recently demonstrated.

An examination of their financial records shows that in the years after 1900, the mil-
lions of crowns these organizations raised annually to fund their various projects derived 
less from membership dues and increasingly from lotteries, festive fundraising events, 
and especially from the sale of cheap nationalist-designed commodities such as postcards, 
stamps, stationary, official forms, soap, and kitchen matches. Their expanding endowments 
in turn helped the nationalists to build their minority schoolhouses, their libraries, social 
centers, museums of local history, and monuments, and also funded imaginative propaganda 
campaigns, economic improvement schemes, welfare programs, and in one case colonial 
settlements.27 As this list suggests, restless nationalists constantly sought new sites for their 
activism. In particular, after 1910, nationalists developed a range of welfare programs and 
institutions directed especially at children that also sought to bind clients to one national 
community or the other.28

The combination of consumer appeals with nationalist activism was also key to activ-
ists’ efforts to organize nationalist tourism in language-frontier regions of Austria. Already 
in the 1890s many nationalist defense organizations commissioned cheap guidebooks about 
their regions that they advertised in the rest of Austria. These early efforts attempted to ad-
dress dual concerns. In the first place, nationalists argued that other members of the nation 
ought to learn more about the existence of these peripheral frontier regions and to visit them 
in order to offer both moral and financial support to the threatened frontier people. In the 
second place, however, tourism in the 1890s often appeared to constitute a potentially lucra-
tive addition to the local economy, especially in rural regions suffering economic decline. 
Tourism might help to support local people so that they could remain in their frontier re-
gion instead of emigrating and making way for the national enemy to take over. Very few 
organizations managed successfully to popularize tourism to their regions, however, in part 
because a successful tourism industry required a level of planning, of infrastructure, and of 
experience with commerce that was not to be found in most such regions. Some local na-
tionalists also complained about the alleged indifference of their fellow citizens to making 
their village attractive to visitors or to offering visitors a decent level of service (politeness 
and hygiene were usually at issue). Still, whether they pursued this strategy seriously or not, 
all nationalist organizations appear to have talked about it.29

Where the idea of tourism made more of a local impact seems to be in the more mod-
est ways it could be harnessed to organize leisure activities for locals, and in the ways that 
locally produced guidebooks and tours framed local history and landscapes in nationalist 
terms, however rudimentary. The Czech and German nationalist organizations for South-
ern Bohemia, (the Národní jednota pošumavská and the Deutsche Böhmerwaldbund) pur-
sued opposite strategies in this regard. Both budgeted significant funds for tourism-related 
projects, but the Czech association funded trips to Prague for groups of school-age children 
or young adults, while the German nationalists focused on bringing urban dwellers to the 
region for rural vacations.30 Both groups competed to create hiking routes in forests and 
mountains, to build competing huts for different groups of hikers, and to restore historic 
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buildings and sites that brought alive their nation’s history. Both sides organized holiday 
trips on foot or by wagon to local destinations where participants might relax in a Czech 
or German beer garden. After 1900 these groups and others annually produced a range of 
postcards that depicted tourist destinations in national terms, or scenes from the nation’s 
history.31 Visiting the same location, the rare bilingual tourist with no national preconcep-
tions might have derived a completely schizophrenic view of the experience. How local 
inhabitants interpreted this competition over local public space is, of course, more difficult 
to determine.

Such competition often yielded more permanent attempts to mark territory. Starting 
in the 1880s, for example, local German nationalists, particularly in linguistically mixed re-
gions of Bohemia and Moravia began raising money to erect statues to Habsburg Emperor 
Joseph II. As many historians have noted, Joseph II’s popular significance changed consider-
ably during the late nineteenth century, from a nationally unmarked symbol of freedom for 
the peasantry, to a hero of German nationalism.32 Joseph statues appeared across Bohemia, 
starting with the centennial of his accession in 1880, and they gained an increasingly nation-
alist significance during this decade. By 1900 statues of Jan Hus also made their appearance 
in many parts of Bohemia, as this religious figure became a popular symbol for a largely 
secular Czech nationalist movement. As elsewhere in Europe, the existence of controversial 
monuments produced vandalism against them, but also a local set of ritual celebrations that 
incorporated monuments into the local landscape. Once town or village in Bohemia had 
erected a Joseph or a Jan Hus monument in its square, then local nationalist associations 
devised regular ritual festivals of commemoration both to control the meaning of the monu-
ment and to continue to use it to mark territory for the nation.33

This brief survey suggests that linguistic borderlands came to occupy a critically im-
portant place in the imaginations of nationalist activists in the last half-century of Habsburg 
Austria’s existence. Unlike the situation in royal Hungary, for example, a state founded ex-
plicitly on the power of the official Magyar nation, nationalists in Imperial Austria had to 
build their own communities without the help of a state. The history of the Imperial Austrian 
state after 1867 therefore, offers an interesting example of state-building that took place sepa-
rately from the kind of cultural and political practices of nation-building that characterized 
many other European states during the same period. Within the context of an empire that 
neither recognized nations in law, nor recognized particular territories as belonging to par-
ticular nations, nationalists worked hard to define and justify their territorial pretensions 
in historic and increasingly in demographic terms.34 This dynamic almost guaranteed that 
those territories where different nations allegedly bordered each other would become key 
sites of nationalist agitation. These linguistic borderlands offered nationalists the tempting 
opportunity to expand their territory primarily by pushing back the demographic boundar-
ies between nations, a tendency confirmed by the incessant colonizing rhetoric that may be 
found in Czech and German nationalist literature of the period.35 Nationalists could as easily, 
however, project masochistic fears of their own victimization at the hands of a national op-
ponent onto precisely the same regions. The very indeterminate nature of these borderlands 
and their inhabitants made it possible to view them simultaneously from both perspectives.

Whatever linguistic differences may in fact have characterized the populations of these 
regions, this diversity had not necessarily produced a perception of distinct cultures among 
the local inhabitants. Nationalists, therefore, sought to build loyalty to national communities 
on the borderlands by literally nationalizing every possible aspect of daily life. For national-
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ists, there could be no public or private space that remained outside the nation. Their ritual 
and symbolic practices sought to confirm this truth for the people of the frontier. Yet as 
Tara Zahra has argued recently, it was precisely this totalizing competition among national-
ists for the loyalties of local people that often produced the very contemptible behaviors of 
national opportunism or indifference that nationalists deplored.36 Indifference among local 
people was far more a product of this nationalist competition, a strategy, for example, to 
assert agency and gain material advantage, than it was an archaic or premodern quality of 
rural tradition or rural ignorance, as the nationalists tended to characterize it. Opportunism 
among local people, in turn, drove nationalists to occupy ever more radical positions. It is 
certainly the case that by 1914 far more inhabitants of these language frontier regions had a 
stronger sense of belonging to a national community than they had in 1880. Nevertheless, 
the history of these regions well into the twentieth century demonstrates that the logic of 
nationalism continued to promote an attitude of nationalist opportunism among noticeable 
segments of the population. Had this not been the case, the issue of side switching or of 
national opportunism could not have remained such a powerful concern for nationalists 
even after the creation of self-styled nation states after 1918. Nazi policies in the occupied 
Sudetenland, Bohemia-Moravia, or the Yugoslav sections of Styria (to name the regions I 
have cited in this chapter) also raised these issues all over again in new contexts, but the Nazis 
too could find no coherent way to address them adequately. Only the radical finality of the 
post–World War II expulsions from such regions resolved their instability by removing their 
qualities as borderlands.37
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Travel, Railroads, and 
Identity Formation in 
the Russian Empire

Frithjof Benjamin Schenk

Historians often perceive railroads primarily as an infrastructure helping a state to consoli-
date its territory and to integrate distant regions into one economic and political space. This 
is also true for most of the literature on the history of railroads in nineteenth century Russia. 
Undoubtedly the steam engine was an important tool in the Tsarist Empire to link various 
geographical parts of the large country one with another and thereby to enhance the ex-
change of commodities and the mobility of the population. In the second half of the nine-
teenth century both the government and private investors helped to create an iron network, 
which was envisioned already by contemporary cartographers as a skeleton strengthening 
the cohesive forces within the huge polyethnic empire. But by increasing the mobility of a 
significant number of Russian subjects, railroads also opened new opportunities for people 
to experience ethnic and religious diversity. Contemporary travel accounts bear witness that 
travelers on Russian railroads perceived the empire less as a homogeneous space of com-
munication than a fragmented territory inhabited by a great and sometimes uncomfortable 
variety of ethnic and religious groups. Moreover, the railroad proved to be an effective tool in 
the hands of those political actors who were trying to undermine political stability. In partic-
ular, in the western borderlands railroads repeatedly became a target of politically motivated 
violence and were used by militant groups to spread the seeds of ethnic hatred. The Russian 
example bears witness that the railroad, envisioned by its proponents as a golden path to 
social and spatial integration, in the immediate term enabled violence and contributed to 
developing social disintegration.

My essay may be read—in a more general sense—as a plea for the inclusion of railway 
history into the broader discourse on the history of the borderlands of European empires in 
the long nineteenth century. As a matter of fact historians have treated the history of infra-
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structure in general and of railroads in particular for a long time as an exclusive domain of 
scholars studying either economic or technical history. Railway historians, conversely, have 
often neglected the great cultural and social impact of the construction and the use of net-
works of modern infrastructure in the era of the steam engine, but in recent years there has 
been a “cultural turn” in railway history.1 In this spirit, we have to bring the history of infra-
structure back into the general narrative of the development of European societies in the era 
of industrialization. The history of the borderlands of the Romanov, Habsburg, Ottoman, 
and Hohenzollern empires in particular gains substantially from insight into the social and 
cultural impacts of the construction and the use of modern infrastructure in the era of the 
steam engine.

The construction of railway networks altered significantly the structures of social 
spaces within these contested regions of the continent’s polyethnic empires. In the imperial 
capitals the invention of the railroads inspired far-reaching spatial fantasies by politicians, 
military experts, and geographers alike. Both the state and private actors made a strong effort 
to use the new means of transportation in order to transform geographically and culturally 
heterogeneous territories into politically and economically integrated spaces. But in the bor-
derlands of the continental empires of Europe, populated by a variety of ethnic and religious 
groups, the introduction of networks of modern transportation had extensive and often 
unintended social and cultural side effects. On the one hand, railways became an effective 
tool of imperial rule, helping imperial administrations to exert political and military control 
more effectively over large territories at the empires’ peripheries; construction of railroads 
thereby helped to integrate borderland areas into the political, economic, and cultural space 
of their respective empires. On the other hand, the construction of railroads led to a signifi-
cant increase in human mobility in all countries encountering the process of modernization 
of their infrastructure. Increasingly mobile societies became a growing threat to the social 
and political order of the anciens régimes in the polyethnic empires for various reasons. The 
new means of transportation opened up new possibilities for an increasing number of people 
to explore the various geographical regions of the imperial territories personally and thereby 
to encounter the empires’ ethnic and religious heterogeneity. It is an open question whether 
this confrontation between an increasing number of subjects and the “imperial characters” 
of their respective empires consolidated feelings of imperial identity or—on the contrary—
enforced processes of increased national or ethnic alienation. As the Russian example shows, 
the new means of transportation were also used by proponents of national liberation move-
ments in the borderlands, enabling them to build up their own networks of communication 
and to destabilize mechanisms of imperial rule by attacking railways and telegraph lines. This 
chapter will analyze the ambivalent impact of the modernization of networks of transporta-
tion in the western borderlands of the Russian Empire in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.2

In the following, I will provide some observations on the ambivalent impact of infra-
structure building and use in imperial contexts in nineteenth century Europe. First, I will 
briefly outline the political debates among Russian bureaucrats in Saint Petersburg in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century concerning the construction of railroads in the western 
part of the Russian Empire, and describe the development of the rail network in this part of 
the country prior to World War I. Second, I will focus on the travel accounts of nineteenth 
century railroad passengers traversing the Western Empire, describing their encounters with 
multiethnicity inside and outside the railroad cars. Finally, I will reflect on the issue of rail-



138 Frithjof Benjamin Schenk

roads and politically motivated violence, focusing first on the anti-Jewish pogroms of the 
early 1880s and second on the train raids conducted by the Polish Socialist Party at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century.

The term “western borderlands” is used in this context in a rather broad sense. It com-
prises a geographically large region that was extremely heterogeneous in both socioeconomic 
and cultural terms. “Western borderlands of the Russian Empire,” as they are understood in 
this article, encompassed the so called “western region” (Zapadnyi krai), the territory of the 
Polish Kingdom, the provinces of “left-bank Ukraine” (Chernigov and Poltava), New Russia 
(Khersonskaia guberniia, Tavricheskaia guberniia) and the province of Ekaterinoslav in the 
southwestern part of the country.3 Despite the mixed character of this large region, it was 
nonetheless shaped by a number of common historical and structural features.4 To a large 
extent the western borderlands were parts of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth before 
they were incorporated into the Russian Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; 
other parts belonged until the eighteenth century to the Ottoman Empire. In the second half 
of the nineteenth century the density of population in this region was much higher than in 
any other of the border zones of the imperial realm. In terms of socioeconomic development 
the region—the Polish Kingdom in particular—toward the end of the nineteenth century 
surpassed not only the other peripheries but also the core area of imperial Russia. Finally, 
the population of the western borderlands comprised a large number of different ethnic and 
religious groups. Since the boundaries of the region were almost identical with the Jewish 
Pale of Settlement, the area was also the homestead of the majority of Russian Jews. Toward 
the end of the century the political development in the region was increasingly dominated 
by the conflicting agendas of the Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian, Jewish, and Russian national 
movements, along with various kinds of revolutionary parties that strove to extend their 
social bases.

Railroads and the Consolidation of Territory in the Western Borderlands
When the Russian administration started to debate the possibility and utility of building 
railroads in the Tsarist Empire in the 1830s, proponents of the steam engine argued from 
the very beginning that the new means of transportation might help strengthen the links 
between the Russian heartland and the politically troublesome periphery in the West. In his 
note for Tsar Nicholas I, Franz Anton von Gerstner, an Austrian entrepreneur who applied 
in 1835 for the concession to build an entire network of railroads in European Russia, delib-
erately alluded to the revolutionary events in the Kingdom of Poland in 1830–1831 in order 
to convince the Emperor of the necessity of covering his realm with railway lines. Gerstner 
informed Nicholas I that the British government had successfully applied the new means of 
transportation for the quick dispatch of troops to suppress a revolt in Ireland.5 He argued, 
“if Petersburg, Moscow, and Grodno or Warsaw had been connected by rail, it would have 
been possible to subdue the Polish insurgents in four weeks.”6 Although Gerstner’s reference 
to the Polish November uprising was a good example of the applicability of the steam engine 
for strategic purposes, a railroad from Petersburg or Moscow to Warsaw or Grodno was 
ironically not part of the rail network he suggested setting up in European Russia in 1835.7

A few years later, the construction of long-distance railroads in Russia began—in the 
Western part of the empire.8 In 1839 Nicholas I approved the application of a group of private 
investors from Warsaw, who planned to connect the city with the Austrian capital by rail.9
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The plan was initiated by the Russian viceroy of Poland, Count Ivan Paskevich, who wanted 
to deflect the flow of Polish trade from Prussia to the Habsburg Empire. When the private 
stock company went bankrupt in 1843 the Russian government took over and completed 
the line in 1848.10 Just a few years later Nicholas I gave the go-ahead for the construction 
of the strategically important railroad from St. Petersburg to Warsaw. The head of the em-
pire’s Board [later Ministry] for Ways of Communication, Count Petr Kleinmikhel' and other 
leading bureaucrats had openly criticized this project because they doubted its economic 
usefulness. Nevertheless the Emperor ordered the erection of the line in February 1851, half 
a year before the first overland railroad in Russia from St. Petersburg to Moscow was of-
ficially inaugurated.11 Nicholas I perceived the railroad to Warsaw as a means to tighten the 
bonds between the politically unreliable Polish Kingdom and the Russian heartland and to 
strengthen the western borderlands strategically.12 He argued that “in case of a sudden out-
break of war with the present state of the rail network in Europe, Warsaw, and with it our en-
tire west, could be overrun by enemy forces before our troops could succeed in getting from 
Petersburg to Luga.”13 Although the beginning of the Crimean War in 1855 interrupted the 
construction of the Petersburg–Warsaw railroad, work resumed in 1857 and the line opened 
in 1862. Soon after its inauguration the railroad to Warsaw proved its utility for imperial 
rule. In 1863 the line enabled the autocratic regime quickly to dispatch guard regiments to 
the western provinces and the Polish Kingdom to suppress the January uprising.14 In the 
same fashion, some years earlier the railroad from Warsaw to Vienna had enabled the Rus-
sian government in 1849 to relocate troops to Hungary, helping to contain the revolutionary 
upheaval there.15

Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century the western borderlands of the 
Russian Empire remained in the focus of infrastructure politics for two reasons. First, lead-
ing strategists in the Russian Ministry of War predicted a future military confrontation be-
tween the Tsarist Empire and its neighboring countries in the West. Therefore they urged 
their government to follow the example of Prussia and the Habsburg Empire, which were 
developing their networks of modern means of transportation in quick pace, improving their 
abilities to dispatch their troops to the Russian border with rapidity in the case of war.16

Second, the experience of the January uprising in 1863 seemed to underscore the need to 
consolidate further the empire’s territory in the west with the help of railway lines. Many con-
temporaries were influenced by the idea that a network of modern means of transportation 
would not only integrate a country economically but in the meantime would help overcome 
cultural and ethnic borders.

A good example of this way of thinking is the lecture that General of Infantry Sergei 
Buturlin gave in 1865 at the Imperial Society for History and Archaeology in Moscow.17

This presentation was part of a larger campaign by the Ministry of War against the plans of 
the Board of Ways of Communication for the development of Russia’s network of railroads, 
drafted by the administration’s head Pavel Mel'nikov in 1862–1863.18 Mel'nikov, a represen-
tative of the first generation of Russian engineers of transportation, perceived railroads first 
and foremost as an instrument to integrate the territories of the Tsarist Empire economi-
cally. His aim was primarily to connect the centers of Russian agricultural (and to a lesser 
extent industrial) production with the highly populated areas in European Russia and with 
the empire’s harbors at the Baltic and the Black Seas. In earlier years Mel'nikov had openly 
criticized the construction of a strategic railroad from St. Petersburg to Warsaw. Therefore 
it was not surprising that he included in his 1862 master plan just one more railway line 
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crossing the western borderlands (from Briansk to Odessa via Chernigov, Kiev, and Balta). 
Mel'nikov’s draft was published in 1863 and ignited a large public debate about the principles 
of Russia’s future railway policy. Proponents of an economically sustainable network argued 
with advocates of strategic railroad building; supporters of regional business interests were 
confronted with activists seeking to serve the interests of the empire as a whole; adherents 
of a state-funded railroad were facing experts reminding them of the limited resources of 
the government’s budget and arguing for cooperation with private investors. Sergei Buturlin 
represented the camp of railway politicians promoting the construction of strategic railways 
in general and in the western borderlands of the empire in particular.19

Referring to a possible scenario of a war of defense (voina oboronitel'naia) against Rus-
sia’s Western neighbors, Buturlin reminded his listeners in 1865 of the fact that Warsaw was 
located 200 versts20 closer to the river Rhine than to Moscow and that the distance between 
the Polish capital and Moscow was in fact even larger due to the poor state of the roads in 
Russia. The countries of Europe, having built a dense network of railway lines in the last 20 
or 30 years, had accordingly succeeded in “shortening the distance between themselves and 
Russia” significantly, whereas the distance between Russia and the West had remained almost 
the same.21 Buturlin argued that Russia must not stand idle facing this problem. Instead he 
formulated a detailed plan for the construction of approximately 6,095 versts of new railway 
lines in the western part of the country. The author, who wisely did not touch the difficult 
question of costs and funding for his ambitious project, planned not only to strengthen Rus-
sia’s military potential against attacks from her Western neighbors, but also to crisscross 
Russia’s western borderlands from the Baltic Sea to the Crimea with a network of strategic 
railroads as an answer to separatism and revolutionary movements in this region. Alluding 
openly to the January uprising of 1863 Buturlin stated:

Railroads have a great strategic importance as a means of national defense [oborony kraia]
against enemies both from outside and from inside. [This is particularly true] in that case 
when a state has integrated by force territories inhabited by tribes [plemena] of different eth-
nic origin which have not merged yet morally with the conquering people. Integration and 
acculturation [sliianie] can be and must be reached with the help of legal and political mea-
sures. . . . But if there exist elements which openly or secretly obstruct the moral integration of 
all parts of the political body to which they belong . . . , the government has to ground its re-
gime in the revolting areas on the basis of military institutions. These include, among others, 
the permanent presence of armed forces, the building of fortifications and the construction 
of ways of communication serving the army to move easily and quickly to any destination in 
order to prevent or to suppress internal disorder or to throw back an assault from outside.22

Buturlin argued that it would serve Russia’s strategic interests better if one built railroads 
“which join the Western parts of the empire with the country’s core area” than railways con-
necting Russia’s periphery with the country’s Western neighbors or improving the mutual 
exchange and traffic between the various parts of the western borderlands.23 That’s why Bu-
turlin identified the city of Brest-Litovsk as the most Western outpost of Russia’s strategic 
railway system. According to his plan the territory of the Polish kingdom should not be 
further developed by a network of modern infrastructure.24

Buturlin’s outline reflected almost perfectly the main features of the Ministry of War’s 
official railway policy in the 1860s. Three years later, in 1868, Minister of War Dmitrii Mili-
utin urged Tsar Alexander II in a memorandum to make further investments in strategic 
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railway building in Russia’s western borderlands.25 He reminded the Tsar of the superiority 
of Russia’s Western neighbors in terms of infrastructure development. Both Prussia and the 
Habsburg Empire could rely on more railway lines leading to the common border than the 
Tsarist Empire, enabling them to dispatch troops more quickly to the front in a future war. 
Like Buturlin, Miliutin made a strong argument for the construction of strategic railroads 
from the Russian heartland to the western borderlands and agreed that Poland should not be 
part of the program of railway construction in the future.

In fact the question whether the Tsarist administration should encourage the con-
struction of railroads in the Kingdom of Poland remained disputed within the Ministry of 
War until World War I. After the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871, which Prussia man-
aged to win in large part due to the quick movement of troops and armaments on strategic 
railroads, Miliutin himself looked at the issue of railroad building in Russia’s Western pe-
riphery from a different perspective. In 1873 the Minister of War demanded at an official 
meeting on national security affairs the construction of 5,000 versts of new strategic railway 
lines in the Western part of the country, 1,000 within the borders of the Polish Kingdom. But 
due to a lack of sufficient funding none of the 11 lines he demanded were constructed until 
1881 and only three until 1888. After a new shift in strategic planning at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the Ministry of War in 1910 again opposed the construction of new 
railroads in the Polish Kingdom, on the grounds they could help a future aggressor quickly 
to invade the Russian heartland.26

The repeated shifts in railway policy by Russia’s Ministry of War clearly illustrate the 
undecided attitude of the Tsarist elite toward the issue of infrastructure building and its pos-
sible impact in the western borderlands in the second half of the nineteenth century. Already 
in December 1861 the General-Governor of the northwestern region (Severo-Zapadnyi krai),
General V. I. Nazimov, had warned of the “ambivalent attitude of the administration of the 
newly opened [St. Petersburg–Warsaw] railroad and the personnel of the line who are al-
most exclusively Poles and foreigners.”27 Nazimov apparently was afraid of the regime’s de-
pendence on the loyalty of the representatives of national minorities who were running the 
new system of transportation. The experience of the January uprising would soon show that 
Nazimov’s fears were not at all ill-founded. When the national revolt began, Polish insurgents 
not only burnt several railway bridges and cut the wires of the strategically important tele-
graph; they found active supporters among the staff of the privately run railroad company 
who were happy to further obstruct the quick dispatch of loyal Tsarist troops by rail to the 
revolting provinces.28 After the uprising’s suppression the railwaymen who had collaborated 
with the insurgents were harshly punished and the Tsarist administration made a strong 
effort to enhance its control over the strategically important network of railway lines in the 
Western districts.29 In 1880s Warsaw Governor-General I. Gurko even advocated that Poles 
not be employed in the railway sector any longer. Subsequently it was decided to ban Polish 
staff from the most important strategic railway lines. But this decision remained difficult to 
implement as there simply were not enough qualified Orthodox technical and engineering 
specialists to substitute for the professionals of Catholic backgrounds.30 The Tsarist adminis-
tration was not only afraid of disloyal Polish railwaymen. Bureaucrats in the administration 
of the General-Governor of Vilna had warned back in 1867 against further consolidating 
the regional railway network between the Zapadnyi krai and the Polish Kingdom. In a letter 
from August 23rd the official A. P. Storozhenko reported that the construction of the railroad 
from Vil'na to Warsaw had significantly increased the reach of Polish nationalist propaganda 
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in the province of Grodno. The local bureaucrat lamented that the railroad brought not only 
pork salesmen from Mazuriia but also “agents of the Polish cause” “spreading unrest” in the 
region.31

Notwithstanding these misgivings, neither the Minister of War, who was afraid of fur-
ther developing the network of modern infrastructure in the Polish Kingdom, nor the local 
representatives of the Tsarist regime in the western borderlands who warned of the unin-
tended political effects of railway building at the empire’s periphery could stop the process 
of modernization and industrialization that Russia in general and her western borderlands 
in particular were experiencing in the second half of the nineteenth century.32 Between 1868 
and 1872 the Tsarist Empire encountered its first boom of railroad building, with a second 
one coming in the 1890s. During these periods the western borderlands became the region 
with the best developed regional railway network in the entire empire.33 Already the pub-
lic debate about the construction of the so-called “Southern Line” had shown in the 1860s 
that the arguments of those political forces stressing the importance of the steam engine for 
the economic development of the country often exceeded those of the representatives of the 
national security agencies.34 Despite the hesitant attitudes of several agencies regarding the 
modernization of the region’s infrastructure, it was the western borderlands that experienced 
the quickest development of railroad networks, and consequently the greatest increase in 
passenger mobility, of any region of the Russian Empire toward the end of the nineteenth 
century.35

The Railway Journey and the Experience of Ethnic Diversity
Despite the fact that railway passengers traveling from the Russian heartland to the 
Habsburg Empire had to change trains in the city of Warsaw due to different gauges on the 
tracks eastward and westward of the Vistula River, cartographers of the nineteenth century 
envisioned the vast expanses of the Tsarist Empire as a single, homogeneous space struc-
tured and bound together by a integrated system of black, iron arteries.36 From the 1880s on 
every waiting room of the first two classes in Russian railway stations had to be equipped 
with such a map of Russian networks.37 But it is an open question whether cartographical 
artifacts of this kind had an enduring effect on the mental maps of Russia’s railway passen-
gers. Did, one may ask, passengers traveling by rail in the western borderlands experience 
the space outside the railway car really as an integral part of one national or imperial space? 
Was the image of an iron network holding together the various parts of the multiethnic 
empire only a product of the wishful thinking of engineers and cartographers, or did it 
also have a significant impact on the patterns of spatial perception of Russian railroad pas-
sengers? The analysis of a small number of randomly selected travel accounts by Russian 
railway passengers who visited the western borderlands during the last decades of the nine-
teenth century make a different hypothesis more likely. Apparently the new possibilities for 
easy travel from one part of the country to another in the railway age did not consolidate 
images of territorial integrity but, on the contrary, strengthened the awareness of the mul-
tiethnic and multi-religious character of the huge country. Different ethnic and religious 
groups came into focus in these travelers’ perceptions according to the geographical regions 
they covered. When taking a closer look at travel accounts from Russians who made their 
trip to or through the western borderlands of the empire in the late nineteenth century, 
one is repeatedly surprised by the omnipresence of anti-Jewish stereotypes and detailed de-
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scriptions of Jews as embodiments of the internal “other.” Apparently many Russian railway 
travelers perceived these regions mainly as a “Jewish” space that differed significantly from 
the Russian heartland.

For travelers in railway cars in late nineteenth century Russia, experiencing the inter-
nal borders of the empire was first and foremost a matter of acoustic perception. Aleksandr 
Klevanov, a historian and translator of ancient literature, made a trip in 1870 from St. Pe-
tersburg to the German lands, crossing the Western periphery in a first-class carriage of the 
St. Petersburg–Warsaw line.38 In the city of Dünaburg/Dvinsk, at the intersection with the 
railway line to Riga, Klevanov noticed a large number of Germans entering the train who 
accompanied the traveling society to Vilna. Getting closer to the empire’s western border he 
remarked that he had left the Russian heartland acoustically: “the employees of the railways 
are without exception Polish. The sound of the Russian language can’t be heard anywhere 
except from travelling passengers.”39 After he had gone through passport control at the Rus-
sian checkpoint, which was conducted by a Polish border guard, he stated: “In general the 
last impressions of my fatherland [rodiny], at least those of the Polish borderland [okrainy],
were not too pleasant.” In order to illustrate his estrangement in the borderzone, he added 
that a Jew addressed him at the station, offering to change his Russian money into Austrian 
currency.40

The encounter with the Jews in the western borderlands left a deep impression on 
most of the Russian railway voyagers who gave an account of their travel experiences in this 
region. This was also true for those Russians who lived in the western part of the empire 
and who in principle were well acquainted with the polyethnic reality of social life in these 
regions. For example, Vasilii Liakhotskii, an Orthodox priest from the city of Kholm/Chełm, 
made a roundtrip from his Polish/Ukrainian hometown through the Russian Empire by train 
in 1898 and published his travelogue two years later.41 At the railway station of Kovel' in 
Volhynia, where Liakhotskii and his fellow passenger came into contact with Jews offering 
them accommodation in a local hotel, the author made fun of the “zhidki” and their Russian 
accent.42 Two years later Liakhotskii left again his hometown for a journey to the southern 
Caucasus, documented in another travel account.43 This time he bought a ticket for a third-
class carriage, which took him from Kholm via Kovel' southwards to Berdichev, Kazatyn 
and further to Rostov na Donu. On the first part of his journey his carriage was almost 
completely populated by Jewish passengers. In his travelogue Liakhotskii frankly reveals his 
feeling of discomfort in this situation:

This tribe [plemia] stands out because of its [extraordinary—FS] forbearance, which can be 
studied particularly on journeys like this. In order to travel as cheap as possible a Jew [zhid] is 
even happy to sleep the whole way underneath an ordinary bench. Since there were so many 
Jews in the car (it was after Saturday), many of them had almost to sit down on somebody 
else.44

Liakhotskii did not hide his anti-Jewish sentiments when he called the city of Berdichev a 
zhidovskaia stolica (capital of Jews) and described Jewish passengers on their way to Kiev in 
the following strongly derogatory terms: “This tribe, repudiated by God and other people, 
strives to the capital, to the mother of Russian towns, the sanctuary of Rus', meanwhile our 
folk are wandering from the North to the South and the way back just in order to make a 
living.”45 Obviously Liakhotskii perceived the western borderlands as an integral part of an 
all-embracing imperial space of communication. Nevertheless, he interpreted the increasing 
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mobility of the different ethnic and religious groups less as an indicator of growing spatial 
cohesion and more as an erratic and ominous development.

Despite the increasing density of the local network of railroads in the western border-
lands of the Russian Empire before World War I, the region did not lose its image as a sphere 
of political unrest and instability. This spatial stereotype was based not only on the percep-
tion of the polyethnic composition of the region’s population but also on the imagination of 
its landscape. The report of Vasilii M. Sidorov, who traveled in the late 1880s by train from 
Vilna to Kiev, is a lucid example of this kind of mental mapping.46 Sidorov, who had a choice 
between a rail connection via Brest and one via Gomel, chose the latter option and got stuck 
in the swamps of Pripiat. After days of rain the river had flooded wide areas of the embank-
ment and train traffic was stopped in order to avoid serious accidents. After having passed 
“endless forests” Sidorov got “deeper and deeper into the land of nowhere, into the woods, 
into the horrible marshes of Pinsk.” In his train that could move neither forward nor backward 
he experienced the “feeling of absolute loneliness [chuvstvo polneishago odinochestva], . . . of 
horrible depression [strashnoi toski] and alienation of everything familiar [otchuzhdennosti ot 
vsego blizkogo].”47 There were almost no other passengers in the train, except three huntsmen 
in the second class and some peasants in the third. On the railway stations he met just “crowds 
of Jews [zhidy], who curiously stared at me without understanding what I am doing in this soli-
tude.”48 After having arrived in the city of Gomel he was shocked by the “filthy hotel room in the 
provincial town that was crowded with Jews.”49 When he finally got to Kiev, two days later than 
originally planned, he felt as if he “saw the light again” after a journey through the darkness.

The Russian perception of the western borderlands in late nineteenth century was af-
fected both by patterns of ethnic diversity in general and the Jewish population in particular. 
This becomes even more obvious if one takes a closer look at the memoirs of a Jewish writer 
who reported on a railway journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow in the 1860s.50 Vladimir 
Garkavi, a son of a wealthy Jewish family in Vilna, moved to Moscow in 1864, in order to 
start his studies in law at the city’s university. Garkavi went first to St. Petersburg, from where 
he took the train to his new hometown. Traveling in a cheap third-class carriage, the young 
student was surrounded by Russian peasants, women and children who were sitting on the 
“benches and on the floor.” Every passenger carried a lot of luggage; people drank tea, sang 
songs, slept on the floor and underneath the settees. Garkavi was surprised that during the 
whole journey, which lasted about 36 hours,

nobody pronounced the word “zhid.” I became acquainted with almost every passenger 
and—what seems to me quiet naïve and funny from today’s perspective—I read loudly poems 
of Nekrasov and Nikitin to the peasants [in the train]. The peasants listened attentively, giving 
a deep sigh from time to time, and I realized that I was in touch with the essence of [Russian] 
folk life. In the carriage I made first acquaintance with an educated Russian woman. . . . We 
talked about literature, about Belinskii, Dobroliubov, Pisarev, Chernyshevski, and about the 
female protagonists in Turgenev’s novels. From my accent and manner of speech she recog-
nized that I was a “foreigner” [inorodets]. But when I told her that I was a Jew, she was more 
than surprised.51

Garkavi’s travelogue is a fascinating source. It illustrates that the railways as a modern means 
of communication could open up new spaces of social integration and interethnic communi-
cation. But this was apparently true to a larger extent for the railways in the heartland of the 
Russian Empire than for its western borderlands.
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The perception of the western borderlands of the Tsarist Empire by Russian railway pas-
sengers as a “Jewish” space corresponds in an interesting way with the patterns of description of 
trains and railway stations in this region in Yiddish literature at the turn of the century. Analyz-
ing novels and short stories by Elyokum Zunser, Sholem Abramovitsh, Sholem Aleichem, and 
David Bergelson in which railroads play an important role both as settings for the story and/
or as a signifier of modernity, Leah Garrett writes of a tendency to “Judaize” Russian railroads 
in the Yiddish literature of the time.52 Contemporary Jewish writers repeatedly depicted the 
railroads as a means of helping Jews either to escape or to pull them out of the narrow world 
of traditional shtetl life. Although Jews were neither allowed to work for the telegraph service 
of the Russian railroads (decree of 1875) nor to rent restaurants and buffets at railway stations 
(decree of 1894) and were not even allowed after 1897 to practice their religion openly in train 
compartments or the waiting rooms of Russian railway stations, Jewish writers developed vari-
ous imaginative techniques to appropriate these public spaces.53 Garrett unveils an ambivalent 
mode of perceiving the railroads in Yiddish literature in the second half of the century.54 Zun-
ser, Abramovitsh, and other Yiddish authors depicted the railroads in the Pale of Settlement 
as a space of social encounter where Jews got in touch with men and women from different 
parts of the country and representatives of other religious and ethnic groups. Whereas Zunser 
praised the steam engine in his poem “Der ayznban” (“The Railroad”), written in 1865, as a 
“democratic, positive force to literally transport the Jews into the modern world,” Bergelson 
depicted a Ukrainian railroad depot in his 1909 novel Arum vokzal (At the Depot) as a location 
of complete stagnation and social desperation.55 Overcrowded compartments in third-class 
railway cars inspired both Sholem Abramovitch’s short story “Shem un Yefes in a vogn” (“Shem 
and Japheth on a Train”) in 1890 and Sholem Aleichem’s Ayznban-geshikhtes (Railroad Stories),
written between 1902 and 1909.56 Abramovitsh uses this framework to tell a mythical story of 
reconciliation and fraternization between a Jewish tailor and a Polish shoemaker during a time 
of modern ethnic persecution, while Aleichem depicts crowded railway cars as an almost ideal 
site for the exchange of information, gossip, and Jewish storytelling.

Railroads and Politically Motivated Violence
Aleichem’s Railroad Stories, though they have to be treated of course primarily as literary fic-
tion, give us a good impression of the extent to which the steam engine altered social life in the 
Jewish Pale of Settlement at the beginning of the twentieth century.57 From his narrative we 
learn a lot about the narrowness and noisiness of overpopulated third-class carriages, and about 
Jews ignoring the law prohibiting prayers in the public sphere. Aleichem depicts the ceremonial 
welcome of trains by the populace of small towns in the western borderlands, and the increased 
mobility of Jewish traders and salesmen. Vicariously, we experience the encounters and con-
flicts between different religious and ethnic groups in trains and railway stations. Moreover, 
Aleichem’s stories can be read as an attempt “to explore a new kind of Jewish experience and to 
describe a Jewish society that had reached a new level of development or of disintegration.”58

His tale, “The Wedding That Came without Its Band,” written in 1909, is of particular interest in 
our context.59 In this short story Aleichem treats the subject of railroads and their role in anti-
Jewish pogroms in early twentieth century with a hearty dose of black humor. The population 
of a small Jewish settlement called Heysin is informed about a group of Ukrainian roughnecks 
planning to conduct a pogrom in their shtetl. As the Ukrainians approached the settlement by 
train, the Jews, aware of the impending catastrophe, alarm a Russian prefect and plead for his 
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help. In return for a large payment or bribe the representative of the Tsarist authorities orders a 
company of Cossacks from a nearby city to protect the Jews from the pogromists. But when the 
Cossacks, the Jews, and other residents from Heysin gather at the railway station awaiting the 
train’s arrival they find out that the drunk driver of the steam engine had forgotten to connect 
it to the passenger cars at the point of departure. Thus the locomotive arrives at Heysin while 
leaving the cars with their precarious passengers on its way. The Jews are saved from another 
wave of ethnic hatred thanks to the stupidity of Russian railwaymen.

Although Aleichem’s story about the impeded pogrom at Heysin is purely fictitious, 
it nevertheless consists of historically reliable elements.60 It is particularly interesting that 
Aleichem was aware of the fact that the construction of railroads in the western borderlands 
contributed to the increased regional mobility both of ordinary salesmen and workers and of 
perpetrators spreading hatred and ethnic violence from one part of the country to the other. 
This observation was later affirmed by the studies of Michael Aronson, Omeljan Pritsak, and 
other historians who analyzed the origins of the anti-Jewish pogroms of the 1880s in the 
western borderlands of the Tsarist Empire.61 Aronson convincingly demonstrated the high 
degree of involvement of railway employees and workers in the riots of 1881; he also pointed 
out the importance of railway lines in enabling militant groups to move easily from one loca-
tion to the other and to conduct their destructive activities in the whole region. Despite the 
fact that the government later tried to blame Ukrainian peasants for the outburst of ethnic 
and religious violence, the pogroms had their origins less in rural than in urban contexts. 
The critical role railwaymen, who were suffering from bad working conditions and alienation 
from their home regions, played in the pogroms of the 1880s brings Aronson to the conclu-
sion that “the pogroms were more the result of Russia’s modernization and industrialization 
process than of age-old religious and national antagonisms.”62 Already fearful of pogroms 
in the early 1880s, the inhabitants of Jewish settlements were well aware of the dangerous 
potential of the railroads as a network for the spread of ethnic violence. As John Klier has 
shown, in some Jewish towns in the western borderlands in 1881 and 1882 the populations 
set up armed self-defense units, which made rounds by night and tried to stop potential per-
petrators from disembarking trains at railway stations.63

As the example of militant destruction of railway bridges and telegraph lines during the 
January uprising in 1863 has shown, railroads and other strategically important infrastruc-
tures were used by militant groups to spread ethnic violence and were identified as highly sen-
sitive targets of politically motivated criminal acts. Further examples of this often neglected 
side of railway history in the western borderlands of the Russian Empire are found in the at-
tempts of political underground movements in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
to target sites of Russian infrastructure like trains and railway stations. In this context one 
may point, for example, to the attempt of the terrorist organization “People’s Will” (Narod-
naia volia) to blow up the train of Tsar Alexander II near Odessa on its way from the Crimea 
to Moscow in November 1879.64 Due to changes in the Emperor’s travel route, the Populist 
activists quickly halted their preparations at the site near Odessa and shifted their activities to 
two other spots on the road. When one of the bombs finally exploded underneath the railway 
track near Moscow, the Emperor escaped the attempt at his life only by chance.

But the railroads in the western borderlands remained in the following decades a con-
tested space in the struggle between the Tsarist authorities and various political underground 
movements. On 26 September 1908, the Revolutionary Faction of the Polish Socialist Party 
under the leadership of Józef Piłsudski committed an armed train raid at the small railway 
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station of Bezdany (Lithuanian: Bezdonys) 25 km. from Vilna. The rebels had learned that 
every Saturday the government sent tax money with the night train from Vilna to St. Peters-
burg. The train was identified as an ideal target for an action of expropriation to fund the 
party’s militant activities and to equip the newly founded Union of Active Struggle (Związek 
Walki Czynnej) with weapons. Nineteen activists carried out the operation, planned in de-
tail one year in advance. When the train reached the station, a bomb was thrown under the 
postal coach and the door of the carriage was opened by force. The rebels started shooting 
at the escort and left one Russian soldier dead and five seriously injured. Within 45 minutes 
the rebels succeeded in capturing more than 200,000 rubles. The police detained only four of 
the 19 raiders; they received lifelong prison sentences.65 It was obviously difficult or almost 
impossible for the administration to find adequate measures to meet this form of revolution-
ary attack, reminiscent of partisan war. The authorities had to realize again and again that the 
network of railways they had created in the western borderlands, imagined and constructed 
not least to politically consolidate and stabilize the periphery of the Tsarist Empire, were also 
being used by the opponents of the autocratic regime for quite the opposite purpose.

Conclusion
The construction of railroads in the western borderlands of the Russian Empire had different 
and to a certain extent contradictory effects. On the one hand, the Polish Kingdom and other 
parts of the region possessed toward the end of the nineteenth century one of the densest rail 
networks in the entire Russian Empire. Run by both private and state-owned companies, Rus-
sian railroads helped to develop the country economically and to consolidate the multi-ethnic 
empire as one political space. On the other hand, the development of Russia’s infrastructure 
led to a significant increase in geographical mobility that opened up for many people new 
possibilities for encountering the large variety of the country’s ethnic and religious groups 
and to experience the empire less as a homogeneous and more as a highly fragmented space 
of communication. Railway passengers who were Gentiles perceived the region primarily not 
as a Russian but a Jewish space, a reaction that corresponds, interestingly enough, with similar 
forms of imagination in the Yiddish literature of the time. Jewish writers depicted the rail-
roads in the western borderlands as a space of both communication and estrangement that 
confronted the Jews with new challenges of modernity. The victims of anti-Jewish pogroms 
in the 1880s as well as the Jewish writers at the turn of the century realized that the railroads 
brought to their traditional habitat not only blessings but also the violence of the modern era. 
The traditional master narrative of railway history, which has emphasized the integrative force 
of the new means of transportation, has failed to take into account its impact on the modes of 
perception among polyethnic populations. The intensification of ethnic and politically moti-
vated violence on the Russian railroads, in the empire in general and its western borderlands 
in particular, is a case that points to the darker effects of railroad development.
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Germany and the 
Ottoman Borderlands
THE ENTWINING OF IMPERIAL ASPIR ATIONS, 
REVOLUTION, AND ETHNIC VIOLENCE

Eric D. Weitz

The borderlands of Eastern Europe into the eastern Mediterranean, from the Baltic to the 
Black Sea, constituted the prime area of German imperial ambitions. The interlocking Ger-
man elite of bureaucrats and businessmen, officers and diplomats, intellectuals and pastors, 
kaisers and chancellors, had their gaze fixed tightly on Eastern Europe and the Ottoman 
Empire. Through all the political upheavals of modern German history, the German elite 
thought of Eastern Europe as the place for German territorial expansion and population 
settlement and the Ottoman Empire as the prime site of German imperial influence abroad. 
The widely strewn territory of the Empire, including its European, Anatolian, and Middle 
Eastern lands, would provide investment opportunities and markets for the German econo-
my and, no less important, a place for Germany to assert its Great Power stature and contest 
British, French, and Russian power.

In seeking to exert its influence in the Ottoman Empire, Germany confronted two 
pressing, interlocked problems: the ambitions of other powers and the political and national 
conflicts that increasingly dominated domestic Ottoman politics. Germany had to contend, 
first of all, with the aspirations of the other powers, great and minor, in the eastern Mediter-
ranean. In the nineteenth century and into World War I, Britain, France, Russia, and Austria-
Hungary, along with a dozen minor countries from Bulgaria to Italy, had each their own 
claims on Ottoman territory, their own desires to exercise powerful influence in the region. 
Germany sought to block all of them and become the only foreign state on which the Otto-
man rulers, sultans, colonels, or pashas, could rely. It deployed a combination of classic Great 
Power diplomatic chess moves complemented by eminently modern cultural and economic 
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politics designed to demonstrate to the Ottoman elite the superiority of German ways of 
waging war, business, and science.

Second, Germany had to contend with the internal, domestic conflicts within the Ot-
toman Empire. Germany wanted, above all else, stability in the Empire, a prerequisite to the 
pursuit of its imperial aims. In the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth, it had to 
face the political discontent that led to the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and to conflicts 
among the myriad ethnicities and religious groups within Ottoman territory. In the heyday 
of Ottoman power and of empires generally, managing diversity was not a terribly difficult 
problem. Like most empires and in line with general Muslim political practice, the Ottomans 
granted Christians and Jews a great deal of autonomy in their communal affairs. Jewish life 
in particular thrived in the Ottoman Empire, especially in comparison with Europe. How-
ever, in the age of nationalism and imperialism, with activists of various population groups 
staking out national claims and demanding independence or at least autonomy, population 
diversity became a huge problem for Ottoman rulers and, in turn, their German suitors.

The international and domestic issues that Germany encountered were, in fact, inex-
tricably entwined, so much so that they made large swaths of the borderlands very danger-
ous and violence-prone in the modern era. In this meeting place of the Russian, Habsburg, 
Ottoman, and German empires and their successor states, international conflicts tended to 
heighten communal tensions and make regimes more suspicious of populations that might 
be linked to compatriots across their borders. At the same time, ethnic violence often pro-
voked the intervention of the Great Powers. Every move for national independence by, say, 
Bulgarians or for the expansion of national territory by, say, Cretans and Greeks became an 
international crisis that sometimes erupted in warfare. Every land grab by Imperial Russia or 
countless others invoked the response of the Ottoman military and then the other powers. 
Often social grievances, those of Serbian or Bulgarian or Armenian peasants, for example, 
took on national hues, resulting in an explosive mix of social, national, and imperial con-
flicts. Almost invariably, this entwining of international and domestic factors had disastrous 
consequences for minority populations, whether Christians in predominantly Muslim lands 
or Muslims in predominantly Christian lands.

Germany encountered, utilized, and exacerbated this maelstrom of imperial, national, 
and social conflicts. The one constant was Germany’s determination that the Ottoman Em-
pire be a site where it could exercise its power and reap strategic, economic, and cultural 
benefits. Germany’s abiding commitment to the exercise of imperial power in the eastern 
Mediterranean ran together with the determination of the Ottoman rulers—both sultans 
and, after 1908, Young Turks—to maintain and even expand the territorial integrity and 
Great Power stature of the Empire. Ultimately, this conjoining of Ottoman and German in-
terests fed a recklessness and radicalism on both sides that led both countries into World War 
I. The result was the devastation of total war experienced by Germans and Ottomans, the 
demise of both empires and, more importantly and most tragically, the decimation—with 
German complicity—of the Armenian and Assyrian populations of the Ottoman Empire.

In the following chapter, I examine German policy toward the Ottoman Empire, with 
some particular attention to the crisis year 1908, the year of the Young Turk Revolution, and, 
not coincidentally, of renewed efforts by European states to seize Ottoman territory coupled 
with outbreaks of social and ethnic violence. The events in and around 1908 demonstrate the 
entwining of national claims, imperial ambitions, and social grievances—in short, of inter-
national and domestic factors—in the making of the history of the borderlands.
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In following the course of German–Ottoman relations, I want to make two larger his-
torical points. First, the focus on either domestic or international politics is shortsighted 
and misses the profound interplay between the two. This point may be commonplace, even 
a truism that describes almost any historical event. But the entwining of the domestic and 
the international was a defining feature of the borderlands precisely because this is where 
competing empires, national movements and states, and profound social grievances met and 
intersected with a population characterized by great diversity. Geography mattered. Demog-
raphy mattered. This is not to say that these factors prescribed the history of the borderlands 
in the modern era. There are always choices in politics. But the history of this area, which 
so profoundly shaped the course of the twentieth century in Europe, Eurasia (including, of 
course, the Middle East), and beyond, with effects that continue to reverberate into the twen-
ty-first century, can only be written with profound attentiveness to the structural features of 
the region. Over the course of the modern period, the violence of war, ethnic cleansing, and 
genocide radically transformed the political geography and demography of the borderlands, 
resulting in a region in which states presided over populations that had become far more 
homogeneous than ever before.

By making these arguments about the nature of Ottoman–German relations in the 
borderlands, I am also challenging the significance of the German colonial empire for the 
larger course of German and European history. Germany became a colonial power in 1884 
at the Berlin West Africa Conference, where its claims to four African territories were con-
firmed; soon it would add Samoa in the Pacific.1 It also shared in the establishment of Eu-
ropean claims in China. Germany’s chancellor Otto von Bismarck was a reluctant colonizer, 
but he understood that Great Power stature at the end of the nineteenth century rested at 
least in part on the possession of overseas colonies.2

In the last 15 years historians and literary scholars have rediscovered German colo-
nialism.3 The outpouring of books and articles and dissertations have all revolved around 
the simple but important claim: colonialism mattered. The encounter with the larger world 
decisively influenced German culture and society, and proved fatal for twentieth century 
politics, or so goes the argument. In its most forceful version, articulated by Jürgen Zim-
merer and others, Nazism and the Holocaust can be traced to the exercise of unbridled 
violence against the Herero and Nama of Southwest Africa, where the German military 
between 1904 and 1908 committed the first genocide of the twentieth century. “A taboo was 
broken,” Zimmerer contends; from Windhoek, the capital of Southwest Africa, runs the line 
to Auschwitz.4

Certainly, Germany’s colonial empire had an important impact on German social and 
political history. But the rush of scholarship on German colonialism is overdrawn. All the 
clamor for colonies propagated by the German Colonial Society and many other associa-
tions pales in comparison to the concentration on the Ottoman Empire, whose core territory 
and borderlands (in part, the same thing, given the centrality of the Balkans to Ottoman 
rule) constituted places critical to German political and strategic thinking. Not the colonial 
empire but its European and Eurasian designs drove Germany into World War I, with all of 
its reverberations through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Notably, the centrality 
of the Ottoman borderlands (and later, Republican Turkey) to German imperial ambitions 
prevailed through all the various regime and territorial changes that both countries experi-
enced: Imperial, Weimar, and Nazi Germany; and the sultanate, the Unionist period from 
1908–1918, the interregnum of 1919–1923, and the Republic of Turkey.
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*   *   *

Germany’s major involvement in southeastern Europe began at the Congress of Berlin in 
1878. The Congress, convened by Bismarck to settle the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878, 
rolled back Russian territorial acquisitions and recognized four new states—Serbia, Romania, 
Montenegro, and Bulgaria—out of lands that had been Ottoman since the fifteenth century. 
As the price of recognition, the new states reluctantly agreed to constitutions that established 
civil and political liberties. But that was not the end of the story. The famous Article 61 estab-
lished international supervision over the treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. 
It would rarely be enforced, but it entangled Germany in southeastern Europe (where the 
Ottoman Empire retained a foothold) and Anatolia despite Bismarck’s well-known warnings 
against such involvements. Moreover, the Ottoman state had gone bankrupt in 1875, leading 
to supervision over Ottoman finances by the Great Powers. In 1881, they established the Ot-
toman Public Debt Administration, a classic means of exercising imperial power.5

Through the 1880s, German economic investment expanded. The tiny but influential 
number of Germans interested in the Ottoman Empire also increased. Some were looking 
for business opportunities, others proselytized Protestantism, and still others sought in the 
sedimentary layers of Ottoman lands the traces of classical Greek civilization.6 Perhaps most 
important, the German army was present, beginning in 1883, in the form of advisors, who 
would gradually supplant the role played by the French since the Napoleonic period. Major 
(later Field Marshall) Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz was the key figure here. An officer in the 
classic Prusso-German mold, he learned Turkish and seems to have been revered by his Otto-
man counterparts. Hundreds of officers of the Ottoman army were trained by Goltz. German 
contracts followed the army: Krupp, the major armaments producer, with very close ties to the 
very top of the German power structure, became the major supplier to the Ottoman army.7 The 
other powers took notice of Germany’s enhanced position in the Ottoman Empire, and worried.

Germany was well poised to expand its influence in the Ottoman Empire when Kaiser 
Wilhelm II ascended to the throne in 1888. His two visits to Istanbul, in 1889 and 1898, were 
themselves signs of Germany’s serious interest in Anatolia and the Middle East. The Kaiser’s 
proclamation in 1897 of Germany’s Weltpolitik signaled even more forcefully that Germany 
would not rest until its stature rivaled that of the older European states and their exercise of 
power on the continent and around the world.8

The Baghdad railway project, unveiled with great pomp in 1903, was to be the main 
avenue of German imperial influence. The Deutsche Bank provided the major portion of the 
capital and controlled the project. The engineering and business expertise and all the goods 
required for the construction of the railroad came from Germany. Work began that same year. 
Deutsche Bank was skittish about the project because of the great risks involved. It had tried 
(unsuccessfully) to bring in British co-investors on smaller railway constructions in Anatolia. 
But now, politics emanating from the very top of the German system drove the project. Kaiser 
Wilhelm II was determined to use the railroad as a vehicle to establish Germany’s predominant 
role in Ottoman lands and wanted no other countries involved. Sultan Abdul Hamid II also 
viewed the railroad almost completely in political, not economic terms: the railroad would 
permit the rapid movement of troops to quell both internal disturbances and external threats.9

However, the Kaiser had to concede somewhat to economic realities. The capital re-
quirements were so great that Deutsche Bank needed co-investors. It managed to secure 
some collaborators, though not London banks, and German domination of the project re-
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mained secure. The Kaiser’s ambassador in Istanbul, Baron Marschall von Biberstein, was 
a most effective advocate and jealously guarded Germany’s primary role. When Abdul Ha-
mid’s brother-in-law, Mahmoud Pasha, sought to enhance his own influence in the palace by 
promising the English a significant share of the Baghdad railway, the Foreign Office and the 
embassy in Istanbul reacted with vehemence. The Kaiser went so far as to write that English 
involvement in the railway project would be a “cause for war.”10

German plans, however, were continually confronted by the unanticipated moves of 
other countries and movements with their own designs on southeastern Europe, Anatolia, 
and the Middle East. Their provocations (as they clearly were) challenged the deftness of 
German diplomacy, but also created opportunities for Germany to display its “friendship” 
with the rulers of the Ottoman Empire. At the same time, every seizure of Ottoman territory 
by another European power endangered the fate of Muslim and Christian populations when 
they lived outside the territory of their titular states, or, in the case of Armenians and Assyr-
ians, had no state at all. Crisscrossing crises complicated immensely Germany’s dealings with 
the Ottoman elite. In this way, international developments became inextricably entwined 
with Ottoman domestic politics.

Just a few years into the construction of the Baghdad railway, as German personnel, in-
vestment, and goods poured into the Ottoman Empire, the maelstrom hit. In July 1908, politi-
cal discontent erupted in the Young Turk Revolution. Powers both great and minor and social 
movements seized the opportunity to assert their respective imperial and national ambitions. 
Ethnic violence took on dangerous proportions. Now Germany would be put to the test.

The Young Turks (more formally known as Unionists, from their party, the Committee 
of Union and Progress, or CUP) pioneered what would become a classic form of twentieth 
century politics: the colonels’ revolt.11 They drew on a variety of oppositional movements in 
the Ottoman Empire dating back to the 1890s. Their leading members constituted that clas-
sic in-between group—ambitious social and political climbers, they found their aspirations 
blocked by a stultifying regime and system; young and often from middling backgrounds, 
they had become educated and were conversant in the main currents of European thought. 
Many hailed from the borderlands, places like Albania, Salonika, or the Caucasus, a feature 
of their biographies that was substantively and symbolically significant.12 Their ideology was 
highly mobile (as we shall see in more detail). In the first blush of revolution, they restored 
the constitution of 1876 and proclaimed the equality of all citizen-subjects of the Empire. 
Their seizure of power inspired enthusiasm and popular demonstrations all over Ottoman 
territory.13 Quite quickly, however, their political goals became more exclusively Turkic in 
character, a result especially of the series of foreign policy and military catastrophes the Em-
pire suffered. As Ottoman territory shrunk at the hands of European powers great and mi-
nor—including the loss of the birthplaces of many leading Young Turks—their distrust of the 
remaining Christian populations of the Empire became ever greater. They began to conceive 
of and implement a demographic restructuring of the Empire, with few objections from the 
one power—Germany—that had never seized Ottoman lands and that was forging an ever-
tighter bond with the CUP.

*   *   *

In 1908, within weeks of the Young Turk Revolution, Germany’s closest ally, Austria-Hun-
gary, annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina. It had administered the province, its prize at the Berlin 
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Congress, since 1878. But it had been explicitly barred from completely absorbing Bosnia-
Herzegovina into the Habsburg Empire. Bulgaria followed in turn and absorbed Eastern 
Rumelia (Thrace). Within days, Greek nationalists on Crete and in Greece joined the trend 
with efforts to unite the island, Ottoman territory since the seventeenth century, with Greece. 
Austrians, Bulgarians, Greeks—they all took advantage of the perceived weakness of the Ot-
toman Empire in the wake of the Young Turk Revolution to take Ottoman lands and as-
sert their own regional and international power. They all unleashed new episodes of ethnic 
violence. The entwined crises of imperial competition, national claims, and ethnic violence 
created grave problems, but also opportunities, for Germany.

The preemptive and provocative moves by Austria, Bulgaria, Crete, and Greece caused 
a profound crisis in Istanbul and threatened German–Ottoman relations. Probably every 
member of the Ottoman elite believed that Austria-Hungary would only have acted with 
Germany’s support. In fact, Germans straight up to the Kaiser were as surprised as anyone by 
the annexation. At the embassy in Istanbul, Marschall, the long-serving and very knowledge-
able German ambassador, was furious. He feared, correctly, that Germany would be blamed, 
and called for a firm stance against the annexation. But he would not prevail. The alliance 
with Austria-Hungary was too important for Germany, and after all sorts of diplomatic de-
liberations, Germany ultimately decided not to pursue any measures against its ally.

Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow underscored the importance of friendly relations 
with Turkey, but said that Marschall:

goes too far, when he proposes to us that we sacrifice or risk our alliance with Austria-Hunga-
ry for the friendship relationship [with Turkey]. . . . Our ambassador in Constantinople must 
be able to explain that we cannot act against a neighbor with whom we have had an alliance 
for thirty years and whose existence is in good part responsible for the long years of peace 
that Europe has had.14

According to Bülow, the Turks (the word the Germans always used, never saying Ottomans) 
had to realize that in reality, Bosnia-Herzegovina had long been under Austro-Hungarian 
rule. Bülow also expressed the fantasies of German statesmen who believed that England 
would “understand” the importance of the German–Austrian alliance.15

Kaiser Wilhelm also accepted this reality, though he was not pleased with the situa-
tion. He was quoted in one diplomatic report as saying, “after 20 years of my friendly policies 
[toward Turkey], my best ally [Austria-Hungary] is the first to give the signal for the partition 
of European Turkey.” Sarcastically he added, “a pleasant situation for us in Istanbul.”16 But he 
would not take a stand against the Austrians.

Marschall continually pointed out that the Young Turks had come to power only weeks 
before, so they naturally viewed the Austrian and Bulgarian moves as blows against the new 
regime.17 The Kaiser demanded that his ambassador energetically protest to the Ottoman 
government the widespread view that Germany had planned or knew in advance of the an-
nexation.18 Marschall communicated that the Grand Vizier said he had received messages of 
support from London, Rome, Paris, and St. Petersburg, “‘but not a word from Berlin.’ . . . I 
said to him that Germany through its actions has given Turkey so much proof of its friend-
ship that words were not necessary to prove it.”19 The next day, the ambassador telegrammed 
that the Grand Vizier expressed his joy concerning Marschall’s protest that Germany had 
not been involved.20 Leading Young Turks, who had heard of the ambassador’s entreaties to 
the Grand Vizier, visited him also to express their joy and “their deep thanks to His Majesty 
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the Kaiser . . . who repeatedly in times of the greatest need had shown himself as a friend of 
Turkey.”21

Marschall had exerted all of his efforts to win back the loyalty of the Ottoman govern-
ment, now dominated by the Young Turks. He succeeded. But the public reaction was not 
so positive. In one of the first truly popular movements in the Ottoman Empire, a boycott 
of German and Austrian goods and businesses spread throughout the realm. On 10 Octo-
ber 1908, Marschall was reporting with worry the placards that had sprouted up around 
Istanbul calling for the boycott of German and Austrian businesses. Newspapers condemned 
Germany’s “low” role in the events.22 Meanwhile, thousands of Muslim refugees fled Bosnia-
Herzegovina for Anatolia, accelerating a process that had begun during the Russo-Turkish 
War of 1877–1878.

Friendly relations with Turkey were critically important, but they would not be al-
lowed to surmount the alliance with Austria-Hungary. Yet at the same time, German support 
for its Habsburg ally was limited. A few years later, Marschall’s successor as ambassador in 
1912, Baron Hans von Wangenheim, argued internally that Germany had to partially dis-
tance itself from its Austrian ally, whose expansionist aims were not in accord with German 
interests. Even worse, Austria was not always honest and upright in its dealings even with 
Germany—“in Vienna another conception of Nibelungen loyalty reigns than in Berlin.”23

During World War I, when the Kaiser read a report that an Austrian had developed a project 
for bridging the Bosporus and that this might be built with Austrian capital, he wrote in the 
margins, “This is our affair!” [Das ist unsere Sache!].24

Despite official and public outrage, Austrian actions actually provided Germany with 
the opportunity to prove its loyalty to the new rulers. Germany managed to contain the 
ramifications of the Bosnian crisis and convince the Ottoman rulers of its friendship. When 
diplomatic crises emanated from Britain and Greece, it was even easier for Germany to cul-
tivate its ties with both the palace and the Young Turks.

*   *   *

Crete is one of those historical topics little remembered today, except by specialists of Ot-
toman and Greek history. But the events that transpired on the island had a profound im-
pact on the course of European and Eurasian politics. Through the nineteenth and into the 
twentieth century, Greek nationalist activism in Crete threatened to undo the balance of 
power in the eastern Mediterranean.25 As mentioned, Crete had been Ottoman since the 
seventeenth century, its population predominantly Greek Orthodox but with a large Mus-
lim contingent as well. Greek nationalists wanted Crete to be a part of the Greek state. The 
European powers were continually divided over the matter. When yet another revolt broke 
out on the island in 1897 and Greece sent troops in support, Germany sided strongly with 
the Ottoman Empire. In fact, Kaiser Wilhelm II’s disdain for the Greeks was so great that 
he demanded that they “beg” for protection from the Ottoman army, which had launched 
a retaliatory campaign.26

Sultan Abdul Hamid had only a temporary victory over Greece on the battlefields of 
Eastern Rumelia and in Crete. After some more unrest and the killing of a few British diplo-
mats and consuls in 1898, the British effectively occupied the island (along with other Euro-
pean powers in particular sectors). Britain evicted Ottoman troops and officials. Technically, 
Crete remained Ottoman territory; in reality, the Sultan lost sovereignty over the island. The 
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British were hardly intent on fostering Cretan unity with Greece. Their goal was stability 
in the eastern Mediterranean. With the opening of the Suez Canal, Crete had become even 
more critical to British strategic interests, and successive British governments claimed they 
had to maintain the peace on the island between the Greek Orthodox majority and the Mus-
lim minority. Hence, British imperial interests led to effective occupation of the island, but 
no settlement of the larger political conflicts and ethnic rivalries.

The Bosnian annexation and the assertion of full Bulgarian sovereignty over Eastern 
Rumelia gave another opening to Greek nationalists on Crete. The autonomous administra-
tion in Crete, set up under British supervision, declared a union with Greece, thus fomenting 
another international crisis. The British overlords were not pleased, and forced Greece to pull 
back from its expression of support for unity. But the British, as usual, played a double game. 
The Young Turks had come to power and were an unpredictable antagonist. Moreover, they 
were determined to assert Ottoman sovereignty on the island. But they could not do so in 
the face of British power. Britain remained in control, and countered the efforts of Greek na-
tionalists for union, thereby antagonizing both parties. Meanwhile the tensions between the 
two predominant religious communities only intensified, with back-and-forth provocations 
and killings—yet another manifestation of the intertwining of international crises and ethnic 
violence in the borderlands. Meanwhile, German representatives watched contentedly as Ot-
toman hostility to Britain intensified, and noted every signal of good will toward Germany.27

Close on the heels of the Young Turk Revolution, the Austrian and Bulgarian annexa-
tions, and Cretan attempts at union with Greece, came, in April 1909, the great pogrom 
against Armenians in Adana. Probably some 20–30,000 Armenians were massacred.28 The 
pogrom seems not to have been organized from the center of power in Istanbul, either by the 
sultan or by the CUP, but at the same time local CUP officials and armed units also became 
involved in the depredations against Armenians.

The Adana events took place alongside an attempted counterrevolution by more con-
servative, religious forces in the Ottoman Empire. The activists opposed the liberal procla-
mations issued by the Young Turks, which seemed to herald the end of Muslim predomi-
nance in the Empire. Rumors circulated that Armenians had slaughtered Muslims and had 
desecrated Adana’s major mosque. Underlying all this were longstanding prejudices against 
Christians, the increasing wealth and stature of some Armenians over the course of the nine-
teenth and into the twentieth century, and the strong current of suspicion that Armenians 
were always allied with the European powers, now an even more incendiary sentiment in 
the wake of the territorial losses of 1908. In this way, too, international and domestic factors 
played off against one another.

None of the international conflicts or the related ethnic violence caused any rethink-
ing of the German commitment to the Ottoman rulers, whether sultans or Young Turks. The 
Kaiser did, finally, protest the Adana killings, and other Germans in the Empire also voiced 
their displeasure. But that was it. Certainly, German embassy officials were cautious, to say 
the least, about the Young Turks. They were always unnerved by the secrecy of “the Commit-
tee,” the sense that there was a shadow government operating to which they had only limited 
entrée after years of easy access to the Sublime Porte (the seat of government) and the palace. 
For their part, the Young Turks were highly suspicious of Germany because of its close ties to 
Abdul Hamid. But cool-headed interests—and Marschall’s adept diplomacy—prevailed. The 
Unionists needed a strong supporter among the Great Powers, and Germany was prepared 
to accept any authority that promised to establish stability in the Empire.29
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At the time of the Young Turk Revolution in 1908, Ambassador Marschall was in Ger-
many for his annual summer vacation. He had left Istanbul in June, and only returned at the 
beginning of September. He began his first report to Chancellor Bülow since the Revolution 
in expansive terms. It is worth quoting at length for what it reveals about German interests 
and perceptions.

The violent transformation that has occurred in the last weeks in the Turkish Empire and the 
manner in which it came to life is almost without precedent in history. When I left the Turk-
ish capital at the beginning of June, the Sultan possessed in his hands a power that hardly any 
other monarch could match. All the threads of the state ran together in the palace. Without 
an imperial decree hardly a stone could fall to earth in this immense empire. The system of 
centralization was developed in the most thorough manner. And to maintain it, the Sultan 
wanted to know what went on among the people. He wanted to know not just the ideas and 
sentiments of a variety of circles, he wanted to know what went on with the single individual. 
From this attitude arose the espionage system, whose net covered the entire empire. Thou-
sands upon thousands of people were deployed as spies. Immense sums were spent. Reports 
and denunciations by the hundreds flowed into the palace on a daily basis. Countless inno-
cent people became victims of denunciations, which ever more degenerated into a lucrative 
means of earning a living. It is one of the tragedies that this espionage system, which was 
supposed to firm up the autocratic system, became the basis for the gradual destruction of 
the sultan’s power because of the bitterness it created in wide circles of the population. And 
in the decisive moment, it failed to be the source of the information that was most necessary. 
There is no doubt that a few weeks before the catastrophe, the Sultan knew that something was 
underway, but what that was he only learned when it was too late. Over night . . . the Sultan’s 
system broke into pieces. . . . Today the Sultan has nothing more to say in his empire. That is 
completely true, and is no exaggeration.30

Marschall went on to describe the inner workings of the system—how the Sultan’s edicts 
were now only formalities; how power had shifted from the palace to the Porte; the palace 
secretariat, the center of the system, had become desolate; the telegraph bureau of the palace, 
which earlier ran day and night, had been removed; the receiving hall in which the grand 
viziers, ministers, and all sorts of others had waited for an audience was empty. Seven of 
eight hundred cooks had been dismissed; the horses from the imperial stalls had been largely 
taken over by the army.31

But what did this all mean for Germany? For over a decade Marschall had cultivated 
close ties with Abdul Hamid. Despite reservations concerning some of his policies, Marschall 
supported the sultanate as a bastion of stability in the Empire. The army was the other critical 
factor, and it had now rebelled. Nonetheless, Marschall was impressed that a military revolt 
had occurred in a largely bloodless fashion.

The movement led by the officers was directed against the autocracy of the monarch. Its goal 
was the restoration of civil liberties on the basis of a constitution. This fact alone . . . signifies 
a sharp indictment of the Sultan. He failed to grasp the sense of the moment, what we call the 
“spirit of the army.”32

Except for a few loyal corps, the army became estranged from the sultan, and the espio-
nage system worked everywhere except in the army. Indeed, the Sultan’s failure to reform 
the army, or his success in doing the opposite—from the systematic blockages of all ear-
nest efforts to make the army war-ready, the dismissal of good elements of the officer 
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corps, and the promotion of poor and unqualified candidates—was perhaps the Sultan’s 
greatest failure.

More than a hundred, in part excellent officers have served in the German army. They have 
there brought to fulfillment their military knowledge. They have also absorbed that spirit 
that has made the German army the first in the world, that spirit of loyalty to the crown, of 
discipline, of the sense of honor. And when these officers returned to their country with the 
hope to make useful for their own army all that they had learned, they experienced the most 
bitter disappointment. The Sultan, whose mistrust and fear were nourished by an unscrupu-
lous circle, thrust aside precisely these officers who could have been of great service to him 
personally and to his army. In deep anguish they had to watch the decline of the Turkish 
army. And when the catastrophe came, the revolutionary committee brought these “German” 
officers to the fore and entrusted them with the leading military positions in the country. 
Today, the officers who served in Germany have in their hands positions as minister of war, 
undersecretary of state in the war ministry, chief of the general staff, commander of the guard 
corps, and other important commands. Truly, Turkey is rich in strange paradoxes.33

A strange paradox perhaps, but that was also always the hope—an Ottoman Empire 
dominated by officers who had served in Germany, knew Germany, and, in a few crucial 
cases, like the later Minister of War Enver Pasha, were fluent in German. More than that: the 
goal was a Muslim-defined Empire ruled by Germanophiles. Always the prescient observer, 
Marschall argued that the Committee would only reach its goal when it had firm support 
among the Muslim population, for whom Marschall had some sympathy in the face of the 
depredations it had suffered in Greece and Bulgaria.34 Indeed, Marschall believed that the 
CUP could only rule with the pronounced support of the Muslim majority.

Hence, Germany supported Muslims (albeit ignoring the differences among them and 
homogenizing them) and largely discounted the entreaties of Armenians, Greeks, and As-
syrians, even though these Christians also had a number of powerful supporters among the 
German elite. Indeed, Marschall underscored (and exaggerated) the Muslim character of 
the Young Turk rebellion, which he described as a “national-Turkish-Islamist movement. “I 
underscore the word ‘islamist’ [islamitisch],” he wrote.35

In the first days of celebration, with their shouts of joy, the streets crowded with people, 
flags flying and everywhere music blaring, when “equality, freedom, and brotherhood” were 
proclaimed and everyone wore a cockade and everything previously forbidden was allowed, 
Turks and Armenians, Bulgarians and Greeks exchanged brotherly kisses. But after the Tues-
day night party comes Ash Wednesday, and after the full moon comes the earnestness of 
life with its real factors. And with that the phantom came to an end. . . . Up until now the 
Christians in the Turkish Empire have played the role of helots who groaned under Turkish 
oppression and wanted nothing other than equal rights. Now that the equality of all races and 
religions constitutionally guaranteed, they cry for their old privileges.36

Marschall, like all Germans active in the Ottoman Empire, feared the complete frag-
mentation of the land along ethnic and religious lines, and watched internal developments 
very carefully. He and his colleagues reported attacks on Christians; the fear of pogroms 
against Jews; riots by traditional Muslims when a local CUP chapter used a mosque for a 
political rally; hues and cries against the emancipation of women; the lynching of a Greek 
Christian romantically involved with a Muslim woman.37 Marschall knew that international 
crises only exacerbated these tensions and conflicts, which always threatened to spin out of 
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control. As the solution, he promoted an authoritarian, Turkic, and Germanophile solution 
for all the crises besetting the Ottoman Empire. Marschall and many other Germans articu-
lated precisely the entwining of domestic and international factors. They pursued Germany’s 
imperial ambitions in the Ottoman Empire, supported the Young Turks despite initial hesi-
tancies, and sought, if not demographic homogeneity, at least the clear domination of Mus-
lim Turks (no matter that the real ethnic background of the individuals in question might be 
Albanian or Circassian) in the Empire.

This concept of politics as defined by ethnic or national exclusivity would have fatal 
consequences. Alongside their pro-Turkic positions, many leading Germans typically dis-
paraged Armenians and Greeks as the “Jews of the Orient,” a phrase that appears again and 
again in the archives.38 The expression was not meant as a compliment. It meant that in Ger-
man eyes, the Christians of the Empire were exploiters and usurers, and politically disloyal, 
especially since their ties were to France, Russia, or England, or all three. Many others sup-
portive of the Ottoman–German alliance, like Goltz, the mercurial intellectual Ernst Jäckh, 
and the later German commander of Ottoman forces in World War I, General Hans von 
Seeckt, articulated also a racial understanding of the Turks—they were the Prussians of the 
East, the disciplined, martial race who would necessarily prevail because of the disposition 
of their blood.39

By 1910, within two years of the Young Turk Revolution and the series of foreign pol-
icy disasters for the Ottomans, German officials were gloating about their successes with 
the CUP. “Since the Revolution, the entire situation has shifted in our favor,” noted Miquel, 
temporarily in charge of the embassy, in June 1910 in a dispatch to Chancellor Bethmann-
Hollweg.40 “A real bitterness exists against England,” he was told by the Khedive, and “great 
joy that many German officers work for the progress of the Turkish army.”41 The Cretan ques-
tion had emerged again, and in this matter especially England was the “enfant terrible” for 
Turkey. Germany had won great support by not intervening in the Cretan matter.42 Germany 
had checked British and French influence, and was widely seen by the Ottoman rulers as a re-
liable ally. As a bonding gift, Germany sold two war ships to the Ottomans at a very low price. 
The ceremony on board was lavish—the decoration of German naval officers, a sumptuous 
banquet at which the German representative sat next to the Sultan, well wishes all around, 
expressions of gratitude to the Kaiser and to Ambassador Marschall.43

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Eastern Rumelia, Crete—the succession of Ottoman disasters 
did not end there. In 1911, Italy provoked a war with the Ottomans over Tripoli. The British 
blocked the advance of Ottoman troops through Egypt, while the superior (though hardly 
great) Italian navy prevented the Ottoman fleet from attacking from the sea. The Ottoman 
Empire lost its last North African territory when Libya for all intents and purposes became 
an Italian colony.44 Italy also seized the Dodecanese Islands. Germany stood by and reaped 
the political benefits of its noninvolvement.

Hard on the heels of the North African defeat came the still greater disaster of the Bal-
kan Wars of 1912–1913. The loss of so much Ottoman territory and population, almost the 
last footholds of a once-great European, as well as Asian and Middle Eastern, empire—and, 
not insignificantly, also the homelands of some of the Young Turk leaders—was a huge blow. 
As M. Şükrü Hanioğlu writes: “For centuries, the empire had rested on two central pillars, 
Rumelia [Thrace] and Anatolia, between which nested the imperial capital [Istanbul]. Sud-
denly, the Arab periphery became the only significant extension of the empire outside its new 
Anatolian heartland.”45 The Balkan Wars demonstrated that Britain and France would do 
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nothing to prevent the seizure of Ottoman territory, while Russia was an even greater threat 
than the small Balkan states. Of the Great Powers, that left only Germany as the one country 
that had not sheared off Ottoman territory.

The Balkan Wars were astoundingly brutal on all sides, as many contemporary observ-
ers commented.46 The reasons have little to do with “primitive” violence. In fact, the wars were 
eminently modern affairs. The Balkan states were trying to make more homogeneous popula-
tions as supposedly befitted nation states. Bulgarians in Greece and Greeks in Bulgaria now 
became outsiders that needed to be expunged from their homelands. Muslim populations suf-
fered terrible violence. Tens of thousands fled for Anatolia, adding to the streams of refugees 
that had developed since the 1860s and 1870s.47 The Ottomans, in turn, exacted vengeance and 
sought to populate the approaches to Istanbul with more reliable Turkic (and not just Muslim) 
peoples.48 After the war, various bilateral agreements established “population exchanges” as a 
popular policy choice of both local governments and the international community.49

And on Crete, once again imperial conflicts elsewhere gave on opening to Greek na-
tionalists on the island and their mainland supporters. This time they were successful. The 
major leader on Crete, soon to be the most formidable Greek political leader of the twentieth 
century, Eleutherios Venizelos, triumphantly left the island and assumed the leadership of 
Greece. In 1913, at the peace negotiations, Venizelos pushed hard for Cretan union with 
Greece. The British, worn down by the unending crises and tensions in the eastern Mediter-
ranean, finally relented. The Treaty of London that ended the Balkan Wars provided for Crete 
becoming a part of Greece. The Greek Orthodox celebrated; the Muslim population on the 
island became a beleaguered minority. Germany watched all this from the sidelines, gave 
moral encouragement to the Porte, and reaped the benefits.

The foreign policy and military defeats in 1908, 1911, and 1912–1913 made the CUP 
leadership ever more antagonistic toward the Great Powers. Nonetheless, the Unionists un-
derstood the weaknesses of the Ottoman Empire and continually hunted for a protector 
among the Great Powers. Shortly after taking power, the CUP had floated the idea of an alli-
ance first to Britain and then to Germany. Both powers rebuffed the untested leaders of the 
CUP. It tried again in the years just on the eve of World War I. It had not yet fully ruled out 
the possibility of an accommodation or alliance with Britain, Austria-Hungary, France, or 
even its greatest antagonist, Russia. It was rebuffed by each of them, and by Germany as well, 
which was cautious about being too tightly tied to its erstwhile friend.

Meanwhile, the Young Turks had become more fearful of the remaining substantial 
Christian populations in the Empire, i.e., Greeks (on the southern shore of the Black Sea 
and on the Aegean coast) and Armenians. In 1913 the Young Turks began deporting Aegean 
Greeks, an operation that we would now dub an ethnic cleansing.50 The economic exploita-
tion and sheer physical violence visited upon Armenians in Eastern Anatolia and Cilicia had 
become epidemic. Armenian activists raised demands for political reform, autonomy or even 
independence, and pleaded with the Great Powers to act upon Article 61 of the Berlin Treaty. 
Russia especially pressured for improvement in the conditions of Armenians in the six eastern 
provinces, and found support among all the Great Powers including Germany. In the spring 
of 1914, the Ottoman government reluctantly acceded to a reform program and the establish-
ment of a commission to implement the changes manned by a Dutchman and a Norwegian.

All the leading Germans with experience in the Ottoman Empire had promoted a 
strong central state with a powerful role for the military. Those institutions would, it was 
hoped, secure the stability that German imperial interests required. But in the last year and 
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a half before the war, in the face of all the losses the Ottoman Empire had suffered and the 
specter of continued national conflict, German officials began rethinking their political op-
tions. Some of them, including the ambassador, Wangenheim, began to promote cultural 
autonomy—basically a Habsburg model—for the Armenian population.51 For this reason, 
Germany supported the establishment of the reform commission in spring 1914.

Ottoman officials placed many roadblocks in the path of the commission. Then came 
the July crisis following the assassination in Sarajevo of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and the 
ramp-up to war. Germany now courted the Ottoman Empire for the alliance to which it had 
earlier been unwilling to commit. Kaiser Wilhelm, overruling the reservations of many of-
ficers and diplomats, ordered the alliance signed on 2 August 1914.52 Germany promised the 
CUP that it would fight the war until the Ottoman Empire had recovered the territory it had 
lost in the preceding decades. It also agreed to suspend the hated capitulations, the privileges 
accorded Europeans who resided in Ottoman lands. Germany’s clean hands in regard to Ot-
toman territory gave the CUP triumvirate—Enver, Talaat, and Djemal—confidence in their 
new ally. But they were not alone. On the eve of World War I and into its first months, broad 
segments of the Ottoman elite had come to support war and the alliance with Germany.53

Meanwhile, the clash of armies made the work of the reform commission impossible, and the 
two officials were forced to depart the Ottoman Empire, crushing any hope that the condi-
tion of Armenians could be improved through diplomacy.

For the Young Turks, World War I followed quickly on the humiliating losses of the 
Bosnian and Bulgarian annexations, Libya, the Dodecanese Islands, the Balkan Wars, and 
Crete. Their German ally promised them the restoration (and more) of their losses. A few 
of the Young Turks began thinking in even more grandiose terms, of extending the territory 
into Central Asia and of reconstructing the empire internally to guarantee the unquestioned 
predominance of Turks. Armenians sat in the middle of this grand vision, their ancestral set-
tlement in Eastern Anatolia threatening (in the eyes of some Unionists) a contiguous empire 
through the Caucasus and beyond. Smaller Christian populations, like the Assyrians, were of 
less concern to the Ottoman rulers, but would be caught up in the maelstrom of events.54 The 
exigencies of warfare, the ultimate form of international conflict, enabled the Young Turks to 
envision resolving the domestic conflicts of the Empire once and for all. Through the massive 
exercise of violence, they would annihilate Armenians and Assyrians.

For two decades, the stage had been set for German complicity in the genocidal pro-
gram of the CUP. This is not to say that massacres were inevitable. Political choices are always 
available, in this case, for Germany and for the Unionists. But the entwining of domestic 
and international factors made German accommodation likely. Germany was determined to 
establish its preeminent position in the Ottoman Empire, which necessarily meant conflict 
with the other Great Powers. With the outbreak of war, it was also determined to fight the 
war to complete victory.55 The pursuit of victory meant, in German military thinking, no 
toleration of supposedly disloyal elements behind front lines, and that came to mean the Ar-
menian population in toto. Moreover, the ethnic conception of politics meant that a strong, 
Turkic-inclined government was needed for the pursuit of victory, especially with an army 
that had been trained by and was now even being commanded by German officers. The hos-
tility to the national aspirations of Armenian activists, the pursuit of imperial interests, and 
military strategy all combined to make German officials either largely indifferent to or out-
right supportive of the genocide of the Armenians and Assyrians. In this way, international 
factors and domestic Ottoman politics became inextricably entwined.
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Germans were well informed about the massacres of Armenians that began in spring 
1915 (and to a lesser extent of the Assyrians, who typically lived in more isolated regions and 
were much fewer in number and even less well organized than the Armenians). The consuls 
in Trabzon, Erzerum, and other places protested in vain to Ambassador Wangenheim, plead-
ing with him to intervene both with the Ottoman leadership and the German government 
in Berlin. Wangenheim did nothing until early July 1915, and even then his protest was 
couched in the most moderate language. Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg and Kaiser Wilhelm 
II rejected these entreaties. They claimed that “military necessity” required Germany to sup-
port its Ottoman ally.56 To the very end, German officials supported the Young Turks even 
though the alliance was riven by all sorts of conflicts.57

Talaat Pasha, Minister of the Interior and from 1916 also Grand Vizier, the major ar-
chitect of the Armenian Genocide, expressed perfectly the entwining of domestic and inter-
national factors that characterized both CUP and German policies. Prince Said Halim, Grand 
Vizier until he was deposed and replaced by Talaat, related a conversation in which Talaat 
said: “We must create a Turkish bloc that is free from foreign elements, who will no longer in 
the future give the great European states the opportunity to intervene in the internal affairs 
of Turkey.”58 In such a “Turkish bloc,” there could be no room for Armenians, who were in-
deed often connected to the European powers, or even for the small, more dispersed Assyrian 
population.

To be sure, there were CUP members and Germans who opposed the violent policies 
of the triumvirate. Said Halim was one of them.59 Leading German figures, like the Catholic 
Center leader Matthias Erzberger, the missionary Johannes Lepsius, and the Social Demo-
crat Karl Liebknecht, were appalled at Young Turk policies and German complicity. They 
attempted a rearguard defense of the Ottoman Christians, but could not prevail.60

But mostly, German officials shed crocodile tears. After Wangenheim’s death in au-
tumn 1915, a couple of outspoken ambassadors served in Istanbul. Paul Wolff-Metternich 
antagonized the Young Turk leaders so much with his criticism that he was recalled after 
nine months.61 His successor, Richard von Kühlmann, returned the embassy to business 
as usual. Kühlmann heaped praise on Talaat when he became Grand Vizier, since Talaat 
viewed “the cultivation and extension of intimate relations with Germany as his most im-
portant task.”62 In contrast, Kühlmann had nothing but contempt for Talaat’s predecessor, 
the prince who had opposed the destruction of the Armenians. Kühlmann described the 
“rich prince” Said Halim as a “small man with prominent, lively saucer eyes and the scrubby 
white beard of conservative, gentlemanly, orthodox elements in a government of new men.” 
He had played a “decorative” role.63 For Kühlmann, the future undoubtedly lay with the 
“new men.”

Kühlmann, astonishingly, claimed that Talaat would now pursue a moderate course, 
away from the excesses of radical nationalism and the murderous policies against Armenians 
and Greeks. Yet Kühlmann could not resist the charge that Armenians were a treacherous 
element in the Turkish body politic. Turkey presents an “essentially different picture [than 
the European countries]” because of the many “foreign elements in its midst,” he said, as if 
national homogeneity rather than diversity were a natural state of affairs. Under Abdul Ha-
mid, Kühlmann continued, the attempt to develop a policy of reconciliation and an Ottoman 
patriotism continually alternated with efforts of oppression and eradication through which 
the state compelled the necessary unity.64 The Young Turks tried to bring together all the dif-
ferent elements of Ottoman society. But:
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The constant revolutionary-separatist efforts of the Armenians, especially during the Balkan 
Wars, when Turkey appeared to be near the collapse, and the newly emerging and treasonous 
[vaterlandsverräterische] sentiments of wide circles of the Armenian and Greek populations led 
to a reversal and the complete victory of the Turkish-nationalist direction in the Committee.

The annihilation of the Armenians, carried out to a very great extent [im großen Umfange 
durchgeführte Armeniervernichtung] and the varied, individual efforts along the same lines 
that are taking place today, including ruthlessly in regard to Greek elements, are the result of 
this political tendency.65

Kühlmann claimed that the extermination of the Armenians had gone too far and had drasti-
cally weakened the country.

I believe that the total result of the eradication policy has harmed the Turkish Empire. The 
cruelty of the Armenian campaign will long burden the Turkish name and will give a poi-
son weapon to those who deny Turkey the characteristics of a cultured state and demand 
the removal of Turkey from Europe. Also internally the country is weakened by the demise 
and banning of a physically strong, productive, and thrifty population, especially since the 
poverty of the people constitutes one of the greatest obstacles to the rapid development of 
Turkey’s resources.66

Somehow, Kühlmann believed that the Ottoman Empire under Talaat would now shift 
course, that Armenians would be allowed to return and all nationalities would have equal 
rights.

But something else may have been motivating Kühlmann’s self-contradictory expres-
sions and the fantasy (or self-deception) that Talaat would steer a moderate course. Russia, 
Britain, and France had issued a note to the Ottoman government in May 1915 in which they 
coined the term “crimes against humanity.”67 For these crimes, the massacres of Armenians, 
the Allies said they would hold responsible the Ottoman government and its agents. Talaat’s 
new course, Kühlmann wrote, was a great benefit for the cause of the German–Turkish alli-
ance, because Germany’s enemies attempted to make it responsible for the “bloody excesses 
of Turkish nationalism.”68 Turkey’s actions had also compelled Germany to make a variety 
of humanitarian expressions which had caused continual irritations with the Turkish gov-
ernment. An alliance with a modern, moderate, law-abiding Turkey would be much easier 
to defend to the German public and to maintain than an alliance with a Turkey that had an 
explicit Ottoman-nationalist character.69

These were all fantasies. Kühlmann was trying to wash the blood off German hands. 
Maybe he did really fear that an Allied victory would mean a new standard of international 
law and the prosecution of Germans for their complicity in the annihilation of the Arme-
nians and Assyrians. Maybe the Allies were groping their way toward a new practice of in-
tervening in support of endangered populations. Perhaps Kühlmann was articulating a new 
way that the domestic and international would become entwined.

*   *   *

Of course, World War I ended in disaster for both Germany and the Ottoman Empire. But 
illusions died hard. Well into the late spring and summer of 1918, German officials were 
arguing among themselves and with their Ottoman allies about what precisely would be the 
territorial gains the Ottomans would have upon victory—where the border would be drawn 
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with Bulgaria; whether the Ottomans could legitimately claim the Dodecanese Islands and 
other Mediterranean islands, some of which were Greek but currently under English oc-
cupation; where the Turkish border in the Caucasus would lie, especially as Enver tried to 
determine the facts on the ground in violation of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty.70 Leading officers 
like General Hans von Seeckt repeated the old lines. They argued for “the deepening of the 
German-Turkish alliance. . . . Turkey can trust and rely on the single friend that has shown 
itself as unselfish as is possible in politics and, in contrast to the other powers, has never 
intervened in internal [Ottoman] questions.”71

All through summer 1918, as the Caucasus unraveled in the wake of the Bolshevik 
Revolution and German–Ottoman relations became increasingly tense, German officials 
were still trying to figure out how Germany could exercise predominant influence in the Ot-
toman Empire. Bernstoff, exasperated, claimed that “Turkey receives everything from us and 
gives as good as nothing.”72 But he also claimed that the Empire could repay its debt to Ger-
many by making the country “an almost exclusively German field of activity.”73 Even when 
some Germans recoiled at the massacres of Armenians, they worried about the thousands 
upon thousands of Armenian refugees sprinkled throughout the Caucasus. An Armenian 
state might be a possibility, but Armenians had to be kept in their place because they were 
too adept at commerce and would come to dominate the region economically.74

After the signing of the Modros Armistice that ended Allied hostilities with the Ot-
toman Empire, a lone German official stayed at his post in the embassy in Istanbul. Brit-
ish, French, Italian, and Greek ships sailed up the Bosporus, and their crews (except for the 
Greeks) occupied Istanbul. The Entente flags flew over the capital—the Greek one more than 
any other. As a clear sign of the disarray at home in the chaotic days after the war ended, 
the telegram Waldburg sent on 19 November 1918 only arrived at the foreign ministry one 
month later! The new government, he wrote, is composed of “old Turks,” men who had oc-
cupied positions of influence before the war, and was certainly quite weak and would not 
last long. The English were clearly the dominant power in the Ottoman capital, and a certain 
tension existed between them and the French. The embassy itself was in dire straits, unclear 
about whether Sweden would represent Germany’s interests, and unsure whether German 
citizens would even be allowed to remain there in safety, and, if not, how they were to be 
transported back to Germany.75

It was a most inglorious end to both Imperial Germany and the Ottoman Empire. 
Neither had been able to master the conflicts it faced except in one disastrous sense: the Ar-
menians and Assyrians had been annihilated, and the Republic of Turkey that would emerge 
after five more years of conflict and warfare would preside over a more homogeneous popu-
lation than had ever existed previously in Anatolia.

War and genocide drastically altered the political geography and demography of the 
once-proud Ottoman Empire. These events were far more fateful for the course of twen-
tieth century history than were Germany’s involvements in Africa, as brutal as they were, 
especially for the populations of Southwest and East Africa. Undoubtedly, a colonial culture 
emerged in Germany, especially after it was stripped of its overseas possessions through the 
Versailles Treaty. That culture, together with the revanchist colonial claims against the Allied 
powers and the Weimar Republic, contributed to the dissemination of racial ideology and 
the growth of the extreme right in Germany. But how weighty those factors were in the rise 
to power of the Nazi Party is doubtful. The Nazis focused their attention on Europe and on 
their cosmic enemy, the Jews.
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Almost two decades before the Nazis seized power, Germany had become a co-player 
in the genocide of the Christian populations of Anatolia. Determined to assert its impe-
rial ambitions, it became embroiled in the domestic policies of successive Ottoman govern-
ments. The domestic and international converged, with devastating consequences for Ar-
menians and Assyrians and profound impact on the political geography of the Middle East, 
Anatolia, and Europe.
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The Central State in 
the Borderlands
OTTOMAN EASTERN ANATOLIA 
IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Elke Hartmann

The borderlands paradigm offers a way of understanding the mass violence that characterized 
especially the borderlands or shatterzones of the German, Russian, Habsburg, and Ottoman 
Empires from roughly the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, when these multi-
ethnic, multiconfessional, and multilingual empires underwent massive modernizing and 
homogenizing transformation processes. The borderlands paradigm perceives the violence 
in these regions as concomitant to, and a consequence of, this fundamental political, social, 
and cultural change which accompanied modernization.1 The borderlands paradigm further 
assumes that “ethnic violence in the modern period has become so much more frequent, 
systematic, and deadly precisely because of its dual character, that is, fomented by states and 
enacted by significant segments of the population at large.”2 This points to the problem of 
central state control, which was fundamental for the eastern borderlands of the Ottoman 
Empire, i.e. the Kurdish and Armenian provinces in the eastern parts of Asia Minor.

Rather than looking at ideological and intellectual or cultural developments in this 
connection, this chapter will adopt a pragmatic perspective, focusing on the shifts in Otto-
man power structures and examining the changing nature of power within the Empire in 
the late nineteenth century. It will be argued that during that century a constantly widen-
ing gap opened between the postulated ideal of a modern central state exercising exclusive 
control over its provinces and guaranteeing public order on the one hand, and the real 
political desiderata and the applied practice on the other, especially in the provinces of 
Eastern Anatolia. It will further be argued that, under these conditions, the fragmentation 
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and above all the delegation of power contributed considerably to the escalation of violence 
in the Eastern Ottoman borderlands.

*   *   *

Eastern Asia Minor shares important characteristics with other borderlands. The first among 
them is the geographical position between two great empires. In this case, the Ottoman lands 
bordered on Russia, and, in the south, on Persia. A second main characteristic was the ex-
tremely heterogeneous population: in addition to the fact that it was populated by relative 
majorities of (Christian) Armenians and (Muslim) Kurds, both of which groups were further 
subdivided into different confessional denominations, Eastern Asia Minor was inhabited by 
a multitude of ethnic and linguistic groups, among whom the growing proportion of muhaci-
run, Muslim refugees from the Crimea, the Caucasus, and the Balkans, deserve special men-
tion.3 A third common characteristic of borderlands is the interaction of a single population 
group that lives on both sides of the border. Most important for Asia Minor was the migration 
of Kurdish tribes fleeing Ottoman state control, and the activities of Armenian revolutionar-
ies who came to the Ottoman lands from Russian Armenia.4 Most of them were caught by 
Ottoman frontier guards; all told, these revolutionaries were few in number and hardly repre-
sented a real threat to the Ottoman state. Indeed, it seems that the revolutionary parties found 
comparatively little support among Ottoman Armenians.5 The central authorities neverthe-
less registered their border violations as anxiously as they did the tribal border crossings.6

The specific situation in Eastern Asia Minor resulted mainly from the weakness of the 
Ottoman central state in the region and from the way central state control was achieved and 
practiced there. Since the idea of central state control and the establishment of a central state 
monopoly on violence are specific for the modern state, the question of how and under what 
conditions modernizing reforms were conceived and carried out in the Ottoman Empire—
and especially in its Eastern borderlands—is crucial in this context.

*   *   *

At the core of the Ottoman modernization process, known as Tanzimat (reorganization), 
stood the problem of centralization, the question of how to strengthen a central state con-
fronted with regional power centers—local notables, de facto autonomous tribal chiefs, and 
its own provincial governors—who had steadily loosened their ties to the capital during a 
long process of decentralization and whose unauthorized actions and claims to power in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries called the persistence of the Ottoman state 
much more seriously into question than the secessionist movements that had arisen in the 
Balkans in the same period.7 In 1833 and 1839, the situation had become especially danger-
ous when only European intervention against the rebellious governor of Egypt saved the 
empire’s integrity. This so-called “Mehmed Ali crisis” marked the beginning of the “Eastern 
Question,” the basic European foreign policy question of the “long nineteenth century”: how 
to deal with the disintegrating Ottoman Empire, which had through its weakness become a 
danger for the European state system and its order of peace.8

In the age of the advancing colonization of Africa and Asia, the Ottoman Empire, 
which was geographically still huge, defied the logic of colonial distribution of the non-Eu-
ropean world. Its immediate proximity to Russia and Austria-Hungary precluded an all-
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European agreement on the partition of the Ottoman territories. Thus Great Britain, France, 
Russia, Austria-Hungary, Germany, and partly also Italy had a genuine interest in guarantee-
ing the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire and defending and protecting it against 
the danger of disintegration by pressing for modernizing reform and even intervening mili-
tarily.9 In so doing, the European Powers became active participants in shaping Ottoman 
domestic policy. Their relations to the Ottoman state were, however, ambivalent, since they 
were at the same time competing to achieve indirect, semi-colonial penetration of the Ot-
toman Empire by means of commercial treaties, advisory missions in support of reform in 
administration, education, and the organization of the army, navy, police, and the like, but 
also by advancing claims that they had to protect the various non-Muslim Ottoman commu-
nities. Until the end of the Empire, European politics maintained two kinds of impact on the 
Ottoman reform process: they constituted an important motor for Ottoman modernization 
and stabilization on the one hand, but often favored reform measures more closely in line 
with their own imperial interests than with Ottoman priorities. The opening of the markets 
and the envisaged equality of Muslims and non-Muslims, especially, were constant sources 
of fear and humiliation for the Muslim Ottomans.10

A third characteristic of Ottoman modernization was that it comprised a reform “from 
above,” initiated by few high-ranking state officials. The major advances here—the decrees of 
1839 and 1856 and the 1876 constitution—came about only under heavy European pressure, 
amid an existential crisis; sufficiently large indigenous groups in favor of reform were lacking. 
Except for a constantly growing new Muslim elite in the military and administration, itself a 
product of the new schools and institutions, it was mainly the non-Muslims who supported 
the reform efforts. They made—at least in those fields that were open to them—consider-
able and even disproportionally large contributions to Ottoman modernization,11 and, at 
the same time, reaped much greater benefits from the radical changes of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries than their Muslim counterparts.12 The promise of equality, proclaimed 
since the mid-nineteenth century, aroused the non-Muslims’ hopes that they would be able 
to participate in political life in a way that would also reflect their role in economic life and 
the modernizing efforts of the Ottoman Empire—a state that they had begun to regard as 
theirs, as much as the Sultan’s Muslim subjects did. Proportionate participation, including 
leading positions in the police and provincial administrations, would also have been the 
strongest guarantor of their safety in the Ottoman Empire.13 Leaders and representatives of 
the non-Muslim communities were well aware of this. It is precisely because of the close con-
nection between participation and safety that Armenian politicians, especially, advocated 
the inclusion of non-Muslims in the armed forces as well.14 To note the prominent role of the 
Armenian deputies in the Ottoman parliament in this connection is also to underscore the 
necessary differentiation between the Empire’s various non-Muslim groups: more than other 
communities, it was the Anatolian and Arab Christians, for whom political independence 
from the Ottoman Empire was never a realistic political option, who had to pin their hopes 
on the Ottoman will to, and capacity for, reform.15

In contrast, many Muslim Ottomans were more skeptical, disapproving and even op-
posing modernization. Traditional elites had to fear for their privileges, and the prospect of 
integration into the reformed structures was not likely to make all their members enthusias-
tic supporters of modernization.16 Radical economic change and closer integration into the 
world economy caused, in many cases, stiffer competition and growing uncertainty. Many 
Muslims consequently felt that they were losers in the ongoing modernization process. The 
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impression that the reforms favored the traditionally disdained nonbelievers among all Ot-
toman subjects, while their own social fabric and value system had begun to unravel, only 
increased reservations about the reforms.17 Finally, for any Muslim, Europe’s ambivalent role 
in the Ottoman modernization process made the reforms seem alien and hostile, and made 
their Ottoman advocates seem to be enemy agents. That all leading Tanzimat reformers were 
addressed as “gavur (infidel, heretic) pasha” during their careers18 is just one indication of 
this attitude. There was now a yawning gulf between Muslim worries and fears on one hand 
and Christian expectations on the other, with the European interest in Ottoman reform as 
an exacerbating factor.

*   *   *

Under the conditions just sketched, the conception and realization of reform in the Ottoman 
Empire also had a number of special characteristics. First, it should be mentioned that, for 
most Ottoman reformers, for a long time—probably down to the Young Turk coup—the 
imagined model was not European modernity, despite the many Western techniques and 
institutions that the reformers adopted and the orientation, advice, and support they sought 
from their European neighbors. Their ideal remained their own, the Ottoman-Islamic state 
as it had been in its heyday, for which the long reign of Sultan Süleyman Kanuni (1520–1566) 
stood as both symbol and model.19 Accordingly, early Ottoman reform plans always stressed 
the importance of restoring the ideal order of the sixteenth century; indeed, the first im-
portant reform decree of 1839, generally seen as the starting point for Westernizing reform 
in the Ottoman Empire, was inspired mainly by Islamic-Ottoman tradition. The Decree of 
Gülhane, even as it proclaimed the most fundamental changes, always referred to Islamic 
tradition. It consequently located its promise of equality for the non-Muslim subjects strictly 
within the limits of the sharia (huküm şer‘i iktizasınca: “according to the requirement of the 
sharia order”), i.e. it promised equal protection for all subjects regardless of confession, but 
certainly not equal participation or equal rights, as a modern European reading would as-
sume.20 Only the second reform decree, the Hatt-ı Hümayun (or Islahat fermanı) of 1856—
under heavy pressure from the European powers and with European diplomats taking an 
active part in the formulation of the text itself—went further and proclaimed full equality for 
Muslims and non-Muslims. From that date on and throughout the entire reform process, it 
seems that the European powers accorded special attention to the realization of this promise, 
taking it in general as an acid test for the Ottoman state’s willingness and ability to modern-
ize.21 However, this proclamation of 1856 was, for the first time, an overt and very radical 
break with the Ottoman Empire’s Islamic traditions. For the Ottoman state and its Muslim 
society, the millet-i hakime (“ruling nation”), it was simply impossible to fulfill this promise 
of unrestricted equality without fundamentally calling the Islamic character of the state into 
question, and, ultimately, abandoning Islamic Law—and thus a conception of just rule based 
on the inequality, not the equality of the different religious and social groups22—as the foun-
dation of the state order. The more Muslims felt themselves disadvantaged and weakened by 
the implications of modernization and reform, the less they were willing to consider giving 
up a core element of their own political tradition and identity. On the contrary: defending 
the Islamic foundations of the state seemed to be that last nucleus of Ottoman identity which 
was, in the final analysis, the sole objective of reform. Hence, Ottoman policy found itself 
caught on the horns of an irresolvable dilemma: reforms that could only be judged altogether 
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insufficient for non-Muslim Ottomans (as well as the European powers) already represented 
too great a concession for the Muslim Ottomans. Implementation of this reform promise 
was correspondingly cautious, indeed, hesitant and faltering. Thereafter, even more moder-
ate reform proposals to ensure Christian security, even when they were in full accord with 
tradition, all too easily came under suspicion of challenging the basis of Ottoman statehood.

*   *   *

Because it was impossible to fulfill mutually exclusive expectations, Sultan Abdul Hamid II,
in particular, perfected a strategy intended essentially to gain time and keep the whole em-
pire in a constant state of expectation: he put off major decisions as long as possible so as 
to continue to sustain contradictory hopes and hold all options permanently open. In the 
meantime, he could gently introduce changes wherever possible, preparing the ground for 
a future that would perhaps—thanks to changes in the international or domestic political 
constellation—offer greater room to maneuver. Not surprisingly, Abdul Hamid’s most im-
portant reforms were in the field of education, civil and military; they aimed to prepare a 
new generation for that future. This strategy of foot-dragging, procrastination, and delay 
sought to take deliberate advantage of the gap between the announcement of reforms and 
their enactment. Such delaying tactics—promising without fulfilling, decreeing without ap-
plying—allowed the Sultan simultaneously to yield to demands for reforms, which had be-
come inevitable, and to ward off the most dreaded measures. The gap between promise and 
execution opened up a space for Ottoman agency. This practice was not restricted to the 
most sensitive reform measures, those that favored non-Muslims. It was observable in every 
field of modernization, wherever the rift between the diverging expectations of the parties 
involved was especially wide.23

*   *   *

The weakness of the Ottoman central state, which had initially triggered the reform process, 
left its mark on the course, character, and shape of modernization in different ways. At no 
stage did the central government in Istanbul have sufficient power resources at its disposal 
to enforce drastic changes against larger-scale resistance. To be implemented, therefore, re-
forms had to be negotiated with those opposed to them. Elites hostile to reform could not be 
easily ignored or replaced, but had to be integrated into the new system by means of incen-
tives.24 In other cases, an explicitly Islamic terminology and legitimation was used to win 
wider acceptance for a reform.25 In other cases still, the authors of a reform simply steered 
clear of conflict by establishing parallel structures, creating new institutions alongside the 
existing ones, which remained in place.26

One consequence of these reform strategies was that many reforms had to be partly 
rescinded in the course of implementation.27 Another, perhaps more momentous result was 
that the old elites did not lose their positions of power and influence, but kept and in some 
cases even strengthened them, albeit sometimes under a new name. This held especially for 
the provincial notables. To enforce government action in the provinces, the Porte and the 
Sultan were dependent on the mediation of local leaders and dignitaries. Thus, paradoxi-
cally, flying in the face of the core objective of centralization and direct control, which was 
supposed to eliminate all local intermediaries, provincial notables emerged from the mod-
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ernization process more influential than ever.28 Like the notables’ position in the provinces, 
the structures of the religious communities (millets) were consolidated during the nineteenth 
century reform process rather than being abolished as they strengthened their function as 
representatives of autonomous community rights.29

In an increasingly confusing tangle, old and new elites, and competing households 
persisted as rival political forces that were able to acquire or keep power bases in the mul-
titude of traditional and modern structures, institutions, and commissions. Often, at the 
political level, the particular interests of rival factions or households prevailed over a sense 
of common affiliation to, and responsibility for, the Ottoman state, even when the state faced 
fundamental crisis and existential danger.30 As Ottoman modernization progressed, a pro-
gression that, not least, implied mass mobilization, the question as to what could provide the 
unifying bond to integrate the host of different ethnic, linguistic, religious, and social groups, 
differently socialized elites, and rival political factions and households became more and 
more pressing. In the Western European states, the ideology that offered such identification 
to a majority of subjects and secured their active support was the notion of “nation.” In the 
Ottoman Empire, one of the greatest ideological challenges was the almost impossible task 
of finding an equivalent to fulfill the same function.

During the reform period, three ideas emerged to fill this blank. Each of these three 
partly concordant concepts was also connected to the government of its day and to the spe-
cific external conditions that would favor it. The Ottomanism of the Tanzimat reformers 
came too late and too hesitantly to win over the important Christian populations of the 
Balkan provinces to the Ottoman state.31 The policy of Islamic unity pursued by Abdul Ha-
mid II was very much a reaction to the loss of most of the Balkans in 1878 and the attendant 
immigration of hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees.32 The Turkish nationalism of the 
Young Turks by no means suppressed Islam as factor of integration, but included the con-
fession of Sunni Islam in its definition of Turkishness33—even at the price of marginalizing 
non-Sunni Turks or Turkomans. Turkism also shared common ground with the Ottomanism 
of an earlier day, since even the most open-minded and liberal advocates of Ottomanism 
seemed always to have left the dominance of the Turkish element unquestioned. The transi-
tion from Ottomanism to Islamism, and, finally, Turkism was thus less the replacement of 
one ideology by another than a shift in priorities. In the end, however, none of these models 
was able to include all Ottoman subjects in practice, so that the modern reconceptualization 
of the Ottoman state necessarily and by definition meant the exclusion of larger segments of 
the population.

*  *  *

Like the 1839 events that shaped the agenda of Ottoman policy for decades, the existential 
crisis of the years 1875–1878 also constituted a major turning point in modern Ottoman 
history, one that fundamentally reshaped Ottoman policy. The bankruptcy of the state in 
1875, the inauguration of three Sultans in one year (1876), the Balkan crisis that had pre-
vailed since 1875, and, finally, the lost war against Russia in 1877–1878, all demonstrated the 
problems of the Ottoman Empire far too clearly. It was not least in light of his experience of 
these years of crisis that Abdul Hamid II, who became Sultan in August 1876, determined the 
principles and strategies of his policy: always to give due consideration to the rivalries among 
the Ottoman elites; to avoid war and direct confrontation with his European neighbors at all 
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costs;34 and—rather than to seek an inevitably unequal alliance with one European power—
to maintain strict neutrality, which would make it possible for him to offer different forms 
of cooperation, railway concessions, commercial agreements, or the admission of advisory 
missions to the Empire to all powers, thus playing one European state off against the other 
and benefiting both from their competition for influence in the Ottoman Empire and, more 
generally, their political maxim of maintaining the “balance of power.”35

In the domestic sphere Abdul Hamid II mobilized the same strategy to play rival actors 
against one another and induce them to hold each other in check. This compensated, at least 
to some extent, for the weakness of the central state vis-à-vis the various political, social, and 
regional forces.36 Finally, the Sultan fell back on the same principle in his attempt to control 
the provinces as well; here it was backed up by the venerable strategy of “divide and rule.” 
This held especially for the eastern borderlands, where central state control was particularly 
new and weak.

*   *   *

Nominally, Eastern Asia Minor had been under Ottoman dominion since the early sixteenth 
century. In fact, however, the Kurdish tribes and also a few small Armenian enclaves (in par-
ticular, Zeytoun in Cilicia and Sasoun in the province of Bitlis) remained autonomous until 
the mid-nineteenth century.37 Mahmud II (1808–1839) was the first sultan to try to subdue 
the tribes in the empire’s periphery and subject them to direct central administration.38 The 
difficult terrain, but mainly the lack of reliable and loyal troops in the area, made the cam-
paigns in the East arduous. The conscription of soldiers was possible only with massive use 
of force, and mass desertions took place despite the close guarding of the army camps.39 Even 
after the suppression of the Kurdish principalities, subjugating the tribes and establishing 
immediate control of the region still involved numerous obstacles. The problems with which 
the whole empire was confronted in establishing modern statehood were multiplied here.

The population was not only extremely heterogeneous as far as ethnic, linguistic, or 
confessional identities were concerned; their way of life and social organization also con-
fronted the central government with serious challenges. The Eastern Anatolian Turkomans, 
Kurds, and Arabs were predominantly tribal populations until the nineteenth century; a 
significant proportion of them lived nomadic or semi-nomadic lives. These groups evaded 
administrative control almost completely, which is why the government made a special effort 
to settle them in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.40 Infrastructure in the region 
was poor; the situation here did not change substantially down to the end of the Ottoman 
Empire. Some mountain regions were almost inaccessible.41 These provinces could hardly be 
governed by state officials sent directly from Istanbul. At the same time, all representatives 
of the central state in the provinces, i.e. the organs of the provincial administration and the 
military, soon became part of the local political fabric and could easily develop their own 
aims and interests and act according to them rather than on behalf of the Porte—as Ottoman 
experience in the past had all too often showed. Provincial notables, many of whom had 
found an additional field of action in the provincial and municipal councils created by the 
Tanzimat, were an additional factor in local politics. A third important force was constituted 
by tribal leaders, who could only be integrated and at least partly controlled if they were al-
lowed to retain certain privileges and liberties. The foundation of the Hamidiye cavalry in 
1890–1891, an irregular force recruited mainly from Sunni Kurdish tribes of Anatolia under 
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the command of their own tribal chiefs, was presented as an attempt to win the cooperation 
of the tribes through incentives in a first stage, and gradually to integrate them thereafter into 
the regular administrative and military structures.42 In the face of this weakness of the central 
state in the borderlands region, the politics of balance became all the more important, i.e. the 
strategy of ruling through the fragmentation and instrumentalization of local forces, with 
an eye to the reciprocal limitation of their power. Alongside the valis (provincial governors), 
the local military commanders were vested with powers of their own. The influence of urban 
notables was curbed through tribal leaders.43

Initially, the suppression of the Kurdish principalities failed to reinforce public order. 
To the contrary, it led to greater anarchy.44 The old order and the existing balance of local 
powers was destroyed; yet, for the nonce, no new stable order took its place. Every com-
munity, grouping, and political actor had to redefine and reassert its place and power base. 
In this reshuffling of forces, violence did not diminish, but rather increased. Since, after its 
conquest of the Eastern provinces, the Ottoman army was able neither to disarm the tribes 
nor to fully subdue them, many of the protagonists on the scene remained armed, further 
intensifying the violence. Times of crisis aggravated the situation. Especially during and in 
the aftermath of wars, vendettas flared up among the tribes and threatened to escalate out 
of control. In the year of the Russo-Ottoman war, 1877–1878, the central government in 
Istanbul registered an alarming number of murders in the province of Bitlis and its environs, 
meticulously recording each one.45 Moreover, after the destruction of the Kurdish Emirates, 
Armenian complaints about violent infringements commenced, especially in the 1860s, 
when the settlement of muhacirun as well as government programs for the sedentarization 
of nomads aggravated conflicts over farmland and pastures.46

Whenever the central state saw its interests in danger, it intervened and suppressed 
local unrest, dispatching military forces.47 Documentation by the Ottoman Ministry of Fi-
nance, however, shows how much these military actions strained Ottoman financial, ma-
terial, and personal capacities. The 1904 campaign against the small Armenian mountain 
region of Sasoun may serve as an instructive example.48 The province of Bitlis, where the 
region was situated, lacked the soldiers needed to carry out the expedition and had to re-
quest reinforcements from the neighboring provinces. A lengthy discussion started among 
the provinces involved about who was to pay for the soldiers’ rations and equipment. Bitlis 
was unable to shoulder the financial burden alone, yet the other provinces’ situation was 
equally dismal. They accordingly agreed to send troops, but expected the province of Bitlis 
to pay for the soldiers it had asked for. This example, far from unique, leads to the conclu-
sion that the region could not be controlled with the means available locally.49 A long-term 
occupation with forces from distant provinces was so costly that the Ottoman government 
obviously shied away from the expenditure in material and personnel, opting for other, in-
novative methods of indirect rule over these provinces. The developments of the 1890s, in 
particular, make this clear.

*   *   *

With the state’s key ruling strategy being divide et impera, the playing of political actors off 
against one another, by the 1890s not only state officials and local notables but also the differ-
ent population groups—whether ethno-confessional groupings or rival tribes—were turned 
against each other and were mutually weakened as a result. Muhacirun were deliberately 
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settled not only at points of strategic importance but also in dominantly Christian regions. 
They were often not given enough land or tools for agricultural production, so plundering 
the local peasants became an indispensable means of survival for these refugees. At the same 
time, muhacirun were scattered among the local population to assimilate them faster.50

Controlling the provinces by skillfully playing rival forces off against each other ap-
parently proved simpler and more cost-effective in the short and middle term than attempts 
to achieve lasting, direct control. Kurdish tribal leaders’ power was not broken by Ottoman 
soldiers, but by other Kurdish tribes. The Armenians, whose plight inspired European de-
mands for reform and threats of intervention, were not suppressed by central army units but 
by local forces. The central government was able to limit its role to manipulation of the local 
balance of power in its own interests through different means of support and punishment. 
In particular these included strengthening the sedentary Sunni stratum of the population at 
the expense of heterodox Muslims (especially Alevites) and nomad tribes and intimidating 
the non-Muslims enough to keep them from appealing to the European Powers for reform 
and help.51

The 1891 foundation of the Hamidiye cavalry, named after Sultan Abdul Hamid, took 
to a new level the dual policies of divide and rule on the one hand and what can be labeled 
a modern policy of indirect rule on the other. In this irregular military formation (which in 
practice remained restricted mostly to the Kurdish tribes of Eastern Asia Minor) only Sunni 
tribes and a small minority of Yezidis were included, excluding the Alevi segment of the 
Kurdish population.52 Smaller tribes would join the Hamidiye cavalry to strengthen their 
position vis-à-vis the more powerful tribes of their region.53 With the establishment of the 
Hamidiye cavalry, a new dimension was added to the policy of divide and rule. Rather than 
simply failing to disarm the population, this time, one specific segment of the population 
was deliberately armed to the detriment of the other groups in the region. The central gov-
ernment handed over modern weapons to the Hamidiye regiments but—in violation of the 
law—did not demand that they be returned after the campaign or maneuver was over. In this 
way, the Hamidiye regiment remained permanently armed during the long years of peace. 
Being part of an official military unit and keeping their arms, the Hamidiye tribes had, com-
pared to their local adversaries, a considerable technical advantage as well as an additional 
claim to legitimacy for their actions.54

By equipping the—irregular!—Hamidiye regiments in this way, the central state effec-
tively abandoned its monopoly on power and violence, surrendering its ability and right to 
use force in the region to the Hamidiye cavalry. Rather than achieving a central state monop-
oly of power, a system of delegation of power to local forces was instituted; state-supported 
local action against rebellious tribes, heterodox Muslims, or Armenians in fact took the place 
of central state intervention through military or military police. Against this background, it 
becomes understandable that the violence of local actors in the eastern borderlands—up to 
and including violent excesses that could even take the form of large-scale massacres—went 
unpunished. These violent acts were tolerated and even sympathetically accepted as long 
as they did not offend central state interests or disturb civil life, especially agricultural and 
economic production, too much.

A number of indications suggest that the Hamidiye regiments were created not least 
as a counterweight to, and means of exerting pressure on, the large Armenian population.55

During the large-scale massacres of Armenians in 1895–1896, the Hamidiye regiments 
played a significant role, even if—as we now know—their contribution should not be overes-
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timated.56 After the massacres, the expansion of the organization, which had previously been 
fostered with great zeal, essentially came to an end.57

Thus the end result of this de facto delegation of power to local actors was not only, and 
not even primarily, that regular army resources and personnel did not have to be mobilized 
for the “pacification” of the Eastern provinces. Much more important was the fact that this 
delegation of power opened up new room for action in a grey area that was not at all, or at 
least not in the same unquestioned manner, at the disposal of the central state’s regular or-
gans. Recruiting and arming the Hamidiye troops allowed the central government to make 
use of local forces to pursue its own goals without assuming responsibility for their actions. 
Even more, it made possible the use of massive violence as a policy instrument in times of 
peace. It allowed the state, whose first duty was the protection of its subjects, to implement 
an indirect policy of violence against its own subjects, without engineering a provocation, 
alleging a rebellion, or making a fundamental threat out of a minor incident like a harmless 
border violation or the discovery of a few hunting weapons—in short, without the strategies 
of legitimation a state needs to carry out domestic mass violence.58 Tolerating the—some-
times massive—violence of irregular troops opened up additional possibilities of action in 
the paradoxical entre-deux of doing and not doing something at the same time. As we have 
seen in the case of the reforms that were difficult to negotiate, the government could profit 
from the existence of a gap between promising and carrying out a measure; it could both 
initiate and block a reform, taking credit for initiation while blaming subordinate bodies for 
delaying it. Similarly, by means of the Hamidiye regiments, the government was able to allow 
the use of violence and simultaneously reject responsibility for it.

This policy, however, was linked to the government’s assertion that it could not control 
the actions of its irregular troops. That gaining permanent control over the entire border-
lands region would have brought the Ottoman Empire up against the limits of its personnel 
and financial capacities can hardly be disputed. Nevertheless, this image of the powerless 
state is exaggerated. As the punitive expeditions to the regions confirm, despite temporal 
and spatial limitations, the central state was able to execute its control and put local forces 
in their place at any time and in any place in the Eastern borderlands. Reports about suc-
cessfully completed censuses in remote, barely accessible districts are another proof of the 
state’s effective reach.59 Thus, the violent acts of muhacirun, Kurdish chieftains, or Hamidiye
regiments certainly could have been consistently and systematically punished if the political 
will to do so had been sufficiently strong.

*   *   *

The problems of the Ottoman modernization process, and, above all, the question of how 
modern central state power could be achieved and permanently established after 1878 were 
especially conspicuous in the Empire’s eastern borderlands. After the loss of the Balkan 
provinces, the “Eastern Question” was narrowed and at the same time aggravated due to the 
new conditions. The Muslim muhacirun had suffered considerable violence in their native 
regions and were all the more sensitive and ready to commit violence in response to Chris-
tian emancipation in their new homes.60 After being a neglected periphery over centuries, 
the region now became increasingly central, especially on the maps and political agenda of 
rising Turkish nationalism. Most importantly, in contrast to the Balkan provinces, secession 
from the Ottoman Empire was never a realistic Armenian policy option, even if the utopia 
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of a “Free Armenia”—where the Muslim Kurdish elements of the country would simply 
disappear as a result of peaceful assimilation into the Armenian population!—was sketched 
in the nationalist Armenian literature of the time.61 The commitment to Armenian well-
being in the European cabinets was, beyond popular polemics, too feeble, the Armenian 
population of the Ottoman state was too widely dispersed, the Muslim presence even on the 
Armenian plateau was, by the beginning of the nineteenth century too strong, to admit the 
possibility of a homogeneous Armenian nation state in the Ottoman provinces “inhabited 
by the Armenians.” This may also be the reason for the high level of Armenian integration 
into Ottoman-Turkish society; in Cilicia, it went so far that many Armenians were linguisti-
cally assimilated and Turkish had become the lingua franca of the community.62 Seeing their 
place as being in the Ottoman state, hoping for its reform, modernization, and consolida-
tion and contributing as much as they could to it was, a fortiori, the only viable alternative 
for the Armenians. This explains the pioneer role that Armenians played in some fields of 
the Ottoman reform process.63 It also explains the political aims of the Western Armenian 
revolutionaries, whose actions were—in conjunction with those of the Young Turks—di-
rected against the authoritarian regime of Abdul Hamid II, but never against the Ottoman 
state as such.64 The countless petitions that the Armenian Patriarchs sent to the Porte and 
the Sultan point in the same direction. These petitions invariably appealed to the Otto-
man state to fulfill its protective role in a reliable manner, yet never incited the Armenian 
population to revolt against that state. To the contrary, the Armenian millet establishment 
consistently condemned revolutionary action. At the same time, even when they appealed 
to the European powers to press for reform, they always refused to be instrumentalized in 
any way by foreign interests.65

Not surprisingly, the Ottoman Armenians’ nation-building process was still only in 
a rudimentary stage; an Armenian national consciousness, to say nothing of an Armenian 
national movement, had hardly developed even by the turn of the twentieth century.66 Most 
notable in this regard is the fact that, to the very end, no Armenian uprising of significant 
proportions ever occurred. Armed resistance remained a narrowly limited, local affair with 
exclusively local focuses and ends.67 In the end, in 1895–1896 as well as in 1915–1816, mass 
violence and genocide against the Armenians were largely possible only because the Otto-
man Armenians in their overwhelming majority were not armed and not rebellious.68

The Turkish rulers of the late Ottoman Empire were very well aware of the Armenian 
millet’s special attachment and loyalty to their state. Not for nothing were they in the habit 
of calling the Armenian community the millet-i sadika (the loyal nation)—right down to the 
eve of the genocide. After the disastrous defeat at Sarıkamış in January 1915, where Enver 
Pasha carelessly sacrificed the lives of 90,000 Ottoman soldiers, the Ottoman Minister of 
War explicitly confirmed the absolute loyalty of the Anatolian Armenians, even in this situ-
ation of extreme threat to the empire and in the face of the Russian advance on the Ottoman 
domains.69 It seems, however, that this Armenian devotion and the concomitant Armenian 
demands for reform were a much greater challenge for the Muslim Turkish elites of the Ot-
toman Empire than the Armenians’ alleged separatism, because pressing for equal participa-
tion in their state and its organs meant nothing less than, first, putting an end to the Islamic 
foundation of the state, and second, finding a way to accept plurality in a modern state—
doubtless the most problematic aspects of all Ottoman modernization efforts. Not without 
reason were the Hamidian massacres of 1895–1896 as well as the Young Turk genocide of 
1915–1916 triggered by urgent, powerfully presented demands for Armenian reforms.
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*   *   *

The empire-wide massacres of the years 1895–1896 are a showpiece of Abdul Hamid II’s 
political strategy; at the same time, they are the most extreme example of his policy of del-
egating power and thus also delegating the execution of violence. The European Powers’ 
insistence on reforms for the benefit of Ottoman non-Muslims were a double-edged sword 
as long as the reform proposals were connected with European aspirations to extend their 
influence. All too easily could Christians, in particular, be stigmatized as protégés of foreign 
powers, even as their agents, and, ultimately, as domestic foes, always suspect because of their 
appeals for reform, and more so as they raised the issue before not only the Ottoman govern-
ment but also “Europe.”70 After 1878, the Armenians were particularly vulnerable to this kind 
of prejudice and enmity against a foreign-imposed reform that was projected onto them. At 
the same time, because of the ban on carrying arms to which non-Muslims were subject, 
they were in their great majority completely defenseless as long as no other force intervened 
militarily to protect them.71

The peace treaty of San Stefano, dictated by the Russians after their rout of the Otto-
mans in 1878, had for the first time introduced the issue of Armenian reforms in an interna-
tional treaty. The revision of the relevant article in the Treaty of Berlin later that same year, 
and, in particular, the other powers’ rejection of the Russian claim to protect the Armenians 
and its replacement by a vague guarantee to be executed by all the signatory powers, showed 
all too clearly that the European powers were, after the independence of great parts of the Bal-
kans, not willing to tolerate the extension of Russian influence in Eastern Asia Minor.72 Abdul 
Hamid II could foresee that the Europeans would steadily demand reforms for the benefit of 
the Armenians, but would never back up their demands with economic or military sanctions.

In the course of the 1880s, violent acts against Armenians occurred more and more 
frequently; the perpetrators went unpunished in most cases. The abduction, in 1889, of an 
Armenian girl named Giulizar from the province of Muş by a Kurdish tribal chief by the 
name of Musa Bey attracted particular attention. Her fate, however, unlike that of many oth-
er victims of similar cases of violence, became known to the European general public. Abdul 
Hamid II reacted by organizing a trial, which, however, turned into a farce; Musa Bey got off 
scot-free.73 The countless Armenian petitions accompanying other instances of abduction, 
robbery, and murder went unheeded. These events must have strengthened Abdul Hamid II 
in the conviction that the European powers—despite the shock waves in their public opin-
ion, as reflected in many articles in the European press—would not agree to intervene in 
concerted fashion to protect the Ottoman Armenians, however serious the atrocities against 
them, but would restrict themselves to mere protest.

In the 1890s, demands for reforms in the Armenian provinces were again on the agen-
da; this time they were more insistent, more vehement. Ultimately, Abdul Hamid II consent-
ed to the European reform proposals. The subsequent, empire-wide massacres of the Arme-
nians show his calculations. They were as cynical as they were successful. Direct involvement 
of the state organs in the massacres can hardly be proved. But Abdul Hamid had made it all 
too clear to the European delegates that if they imposed far-reaching Armenian reforms he 
would not be able to contain the rage of his Muslim compatriots.74 An announcement of the 
kind was in fact nothing less than a barely veiled threat of massacres—not a direct call for 
violence, but a license to murder and a guarantee of impunity. Like the policy of delegating 
violence, the conjuration of popular wrath via the public announcement that it might erupt 
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allowed the Ottoman government indirectly to employ and reap the benefits of violence, in 
this case mass violence, without having to carry it out itself or order it explicitly.

The calculation proved correct. Up to 300,000 Armenians fell victim to the massacres; 
the European powers protested but did not intervene. The massacres of 1895–1896 diminished 
the weight of the Armenians in the region, but, above all, they were a clear warning to Arme-
nians and Europeans alike not to press too hard for reforms in the Eastern borderlands. They 
had the desired effect: until the eve of World War I, the issue of Armenian reforms was never 
again raised in the same way. Unpunished violence in the provinces’ everyday life, and, now, 
even massacres had become an instrument of Ottoman administration in the borderlands.

*   *   *

Violence, however, and, all the more, mass violence, does not occur in the absence of certain 
basic conditions. Massacres of such a large scale as in 1895–1896 cannot be explained with 
reference to the Hamidian policy of delegation of power alone. In addition, a mobilization of 
the masses had to take place. In general, there are two important prerequisites that are causally 
related to the emergence of mass violence and broad participation by the local population in 
it. Both of them existed in the late Ottoman Empire. One is a situation of political uncertainty, 
a power vacuum or a war or civil war that could temporarily suspend universal moral com-
mandments and inhibitions on killing and allow perpetrators to hope for impunity. The second 
is a perceived existential threat. Obviously, nothing is more conducive to large-scale readiness 
to use violence than a feeling of fear that does not correlate with a real position of weakness, 
but rather with a situation of relative strength—such as that of the Muslims of Asia Minor (and, 
even more so, the Ottoman state) vis-à-vis the Armenians living in the same region.

The Armenian genocide occurred in the shadow of World War I, and there are many 
indications that the Young Turks led their country into the Great War, among other reasons, 
in order to achieve their goals—expansion to the East, annihilation of the Armenians, and 
Turkification of the economy—much more radically and rapidly than could be imagined in 
times of peace.75 The extensive massacres of the Armenians of Cilicia took place amid the 
turmoil of revolution and counterrevolution. The Hamidian massacres, however, took place 
in the middle of a long period of peace. In this case, it was the delegation of power and the 
announcement of a temporary withdrawal of central state authority through the conjuration 
of popular wrath that simulated a power vacuum and thus allowed for the transmission of 
the exceptional situation of war and revolution to peacetime.

The picture of a situation of existential danger was not difficult to paint in the Otto-
man Empire, given the constant possibility of foreign intervention and sometimes even sce-
narios of dismemberment of the empire. The European presence hovering over the empire, 
the permanent fear of intervention, eventually evolved into a veritable neurosis—one which 
completely ignored the fact that the European interest in the Ottoman Empire under the 
conditions of the European policy of balance was, precisely, also the best guarantee for the 
preservation of the Empire, which, without European intervention, would already have col-
lapsed in 1839. Also repressed was the fact that even the loss of another borderland province 
did not mean the end of the empire.

In this atmosphere of latent threat, uncertainty, and humiliation that European policy 
toward the Ottoman Empire signified in the view of many Muslims, the modernization pro-
cess and, especially, the call for equal status for Muslims and non-Muslims appeared as yet 
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another element of fundamental threat: by demanding equality non-Muslims had “moved out 
of [the] place”76 that had been assigned to them by traditional Islamic law, a move that under-
mined the very foundations of the Ottoman state. Beyond ideology and abstract state concep-
tions, Anatolian Muslims, as far as their everyday life was concerned, had good reason to fear 
the restriction of their present status, prerogatives, and privileges in any scenario of change for 
the benefit of the Armenians, whether it took the form of partial autonomy under a Christian 
governor or only a greater Armenian share in the provincial administration and police.

Obviously the flames of these fears were deliberately fanned. Prior to the Hamidian 
massacres of 1895–1896, fearful images of the loss of the country to the Armenians were 
whipped up during Friday prayers in the mosques.77 There was a general atmosphere of fear 
of loss, frightening rumors, and scenarios of European colonization. Hostile stereotypes and 
prejudices were cultivated.78 However, to mobilize a sufficiently large number of Muslims to 
kill Armenians these had to be combined with more concrete local fears directed to focus 
on the local Armenian population. The “popular rage” that Abdul Hamid II had called up 
in 1895/96 was there to be tapped and could be channeled in the requisite direction only 
because it had already been created and stoked long enough through this politics of fear.79

In the end, in conjunction with the discord and irresolution of the European powers, the 
Hamidian strategy of refusing to make decisions of general principle, of maintaining the whole 
empire in a state of vacillation, certainly intensified existing fears and uncertainties. Together, 
European and Hamidian policies undoubtedly prolonged the life of the Ottoman Empire for 
decades. On the other hand, these policies did not at all resolve existing tensions and conflicts, 
but on the contrary, multiplied them infinitely. In this situation, permanent insecurity and fear 
became the crucial variables that Ottoman policies made use of in the Eastern borderlands.

*   *   *

In sum, the central significance of the borderlands paradigm seems to lie in its comparative 
approach, which allows us to put the findings of a regionally limited case study in a broader 
context. This makes it possible to differentiate between the more general structures of central 
state control and occasions for mass violence in borderland regions and the specific way Ot-
toman rulers in the last decades of the Empire dealt with the weakness of their central state. 
By fragmenting and delegating power to local actors who escaped effective control and were 
not systematically held responsible for their actions, the central state opened up spaces for 
violence. The violence that became endemic in the Ottoman Eastern borderlands, especially 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century, was not always the unwanted outcome of a tense 
atmosphere and feelings of uncertainty and fear resulting from the radical challenges and 
changes of the time, but was often enough tolerated and encouraged by the central authori-
ties. It was perpetrated, if not in their name, then in their place.
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Borderland Encounters in 
the Carpathian Mountains 
and Their Impact on 
Identity Formation

Patrice M. Dabrowski

The Carpathian Mountains historically have been a genuine—perhaps even the quintessen-
tial—borderland, this despite the fact that they rather neatly bisect what was once called 
Eastern Europe. Besides being a part of this multiethnic and multidenominational region, 
the mountain range has comprised the border of numerous states, in both their historic and 
present-day incarnations. Whereas today one finds the arc of the mountains running along 
or through countries such as Slovakia, Poland, Ukraine, and Romania, in the deeper past it 
demarcated—at least, for a significant stretch—the border between the lands of the multi-
ethnic Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and Hungary. As of the last third of the nineteenth 
century, this same stretch of the Carpathians came to mark the internal Habsburg frontier: 
it separated “Austria” (more exactly, the Austrian province of Galicia) to the north from 
Hungary to the south.1 While this beautiful and diverse mountain range has been the most 
prominent physical feature of this part of Europe, it thus has also been oddly peripheral.

Yet this is true more literally than figuratively. Studying a somewhat similar mountain 
frontier, albeit on the other side of Europe, Peter Sahlins observed that “frontier regions 
are privileged sites for the articulation of national distinctions.”2 This claim seems to apply 
even better to the Carpathians than to Sahlin’s Pyrenees, given the wealth of ethnic groups 
that has historically inhabited the former. For, in addition to the nations one associates with 
the present states in the region—Slovaks, Poles, Ukrainians, Romanians, and the Hungar-
ians and Germans who also dwelled in the vicinity—various other peoples could be found 
in the mountains.3 These were people generically known as highlanders. Some went solely 
by that name, as in the case of the Górale (the Polish term for highlanders) who inhabited 
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the northern slopes of the Tatra Mountains, the highest segment of the Carpathian range. 
Others who may have thought of themselves primarily as highlanders had other names 
bestowed upon them by their neighbors. Such was the case of the Lemkos further east (in 
the region of the Low Beskids and Bieszczady Mountains) and the Hutsuls of the Eastern 
Carpathians (also known as the Eastern Beskids).4 Each of these groups could equally well 
have been termed, simply, horiany (the Ruthenian/Ukrainian term for highlanders).

The ethnic composition of these highland frontier regions was further complicated 
by the mixing of peoples. Some of this mixing took place over the centuries, in the form of 
migration into the mountains and piedmont. It also took place in interesting larger spurts 
that we might identify more with the development of tourism than with true migratory pat-
terns, spurts that are the focus of my own research on the “discovering” of the Carpathians.5

The highlands were penetrated by lowlanders from the immediate environs as well as lands 
somewhat further removed; in the latter case, the encounter proved more of an out-of-the-
ordinary experience. Many of these lowlanders were nationally conscious individuals, mem-
bers of what in this part of the world was known as the intelligentsia. They were the bearers of 
the national idea. The same could not be said for the highlanders, who tended to have a more 
localized, even tribal, identity—not a modern, national one. What, then, transpired when 
a critical mass of such nationally conscious individuals came into contact with Carpathian 
highlanders?

This is where Sahlins’ dictum seems pertinent. This encounter amounted to more than 
an infatuation with a newfound tourist destination. It was potentially transformative, and 
not just in the sense of terra incognita becoming tourist destination. Rather, the encounter 
had implications for the way the peoples involved—lowlanders as well as highlanders—saw 
themselves. In some cases, non-national peoples might begin to think of themselves in na-
tional terms, while the nationally inclined might see in the other something of value for a 
given nation. Indeed: instead of a clash of cultures, one finds in some cases a reconfiguring 
of identities, with each side both contributing to and partaking of the mix. Such an outcome 
I have termed elsewhere to be a genuine “discovery.”6

Here we will examine encounters with the mountains and mountain folk on the part of 
various lowlanders at several different points in history. The initial period of encounter took 
place prior to World War I, under Habsburg rule, in areas that today belong to Poland and 
Ukraine. We will consider aspects of the “discovery” of the Tatra highlanders (the so-called 
Górale) by Poles in the last third of the nineteenth century, then examine a no less interest-
ing episode of “discovery”—this time, of the Hutsul highlanders—by nationally conscious 
Ukrainians in the early decades of the twentieth century. Finally, we will see how the same 
Hutsuls, as well as other highlanders, were being “discovered” by Poles after World War I. In 
this final episode, both Hutsuls and Poles found themselves living no longer in the Habsburg 
province of Galicia but rather in the new, interwar Polish state, the so-called Second Republic 
(the first having been the early modern state partitioned by Russia, Prussia, and Austria at 
the end of the eighteenth century).

What we will see is that there is a qualitative difference between the “discoveries” that 
took place in the two very different time periods. The period preceding World War I pro-
vided scope for genuine nation-building in the mountains. The advent of Polish sovereignty 
in the period between the two world wars changed the situation dramatically. It ultimately 
fostered not nation-building (certainly not in the integral nationalist sense) but state-build-
ing projects in the mountains. That is, Polish lowlanders—represented by new and influen-
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tial organizations—sought to establish a Polish civic identity among the various highland 
populations. Yet this did not mean the end of highland distinctiveness: for at the same time, 
the Polish organizations not only tolerated but indeed sought to reinforce the local, regional, 
or even tribal identities of the highlands. This approach would nonetheless have interest-
ing implications for the development in the region of what we would recognize as modern 
national identities.

Poles and Górale
The Carpathian highlanders of the Tatra Mountains (now part of both Poland and Slovakia; 
in the late nineteenth century situated along the internal Habsburg border separating Austria 
[Galicia] from Hungary) represented a mix of many peoples who had traipsed through the 
region. In ethnic terms, we would identify these highland colonists today as Poles, Slovaks, 
Ukrainians, Hungarians, Germans, even Romanians. While many engaged in pastoral pur-
suits best suited to the rocky and barren highland terrain, some settlers came to work in the 
mines and the lumber industry. With time many melded into the people known as Górale, 
Poland’s most famous regional group. As Timothy J. Cooley has rightly pointed out, this 
transformation of the Górale into an ethnicity was to a great extent facilitated by lowland 
incursions into the region in the form of tourism.7

Despite the fact that the Górale consisted of an amalgam of peoples, they paradoxically 
came to be perceived as a pure primeval Polish type by the upper-class Poles who penetrated 
the mountains in the last third of the nineteenth century. The latter were people who came to 
the region to hike as well as to regain their health in the fresh alpine air found in the highland 
village of Zakopane, nestled at the foot of the Tatra Mountains. Many of these nationally 
conscious Poles hailed from Warsaw or other locales in what was then the Russian Empire. 
Encouraged by Doctor Tytus Chałubiński to travel to the highland borderland, this group 
included such luminaries as the novelist Henryk Sienkiewicz and the writer, artist, and activ-
ist Stanisław Witkiewicz. To them, the highlanders were an exotic native people inhabiting 
the southern frontier of the historic Polish lands. As such, the Górale were understood to be 
undeniably Polish, albeit in an attractively primitive sort of way.

This perception was reinforced by the lowlanders’ encounters with this fascinating 
highland folk. Lowlanders surmised that the Górale differed in striking ways from the peas-
ants of the lowlands, the latter only recently liberated from serfdom and generally still think-
ing like serfs. By contrast, the Górale were distinguished by their proud demeanor, feisty 
nature, and, above all, by their love of freedom. They thus were considered to be the most at-
tractive of the peasant populations to be found in the former Polish lands. The attractiveness 
of the highlander was “discovered” at a time when the nationally conscious (upper-class) 
Poles became more cognizant of the need to join forces with the peasantry, to think of them-
selves as one people. That is, the Polish nation, formerly the purview of the nobility, needed 
to embrace the masses of peasants in order to become a modern nation.8

In the process, the Górale became not only the most attractive, newest members of a 
modern Polish nation; they were seen as ur-Poles. Influential Polish intellectuals who be-
came enamored of the Tatra highlanders imagined them to be authentic primitive Poles 
possessing attributes of value to the nation. The Polish novelist (and later Nobel laureate) 
Henryk Sienkiewicz was so taken with the Górale that he wrote them into his historical 
novel, The Deluge: in a rousing yet historically inaccurate scene, highlanders come to the 



196 Patrice M. Dabrowski

defense of a seventeenth-century Polish king. In this way, the Tatra Mountain highlanders 
were being written into Polish history, a history that traditionally had been monopolized 
by the nobility. In yet another work, Sienkiewicz used the highland dialect to approximate 
medieval Polish speech. The Polish novelist, the most popular writer of his time, thus al-
lowed readers of his Teutonic Knights to imagine, as they hiked in the mountains under the 
tutelage of Górale guides or visited the village of Zakopane, that what they were hearing was 
medieval Polish.9

In turn, the Polish writer and artist Stanisław Witkiewicz was struck by the artistry 
of the Górale, who went to great lengths to decorate their wooden homes, furniture, and 
utensils with fanciful carvings. He thought that “perhaps the mountain people, locked in the 
depths of the valleys, cut off from the world, have preserved longer than anywhere else the 
most ancient general form specific to the mountainous regions of Poland.”10 In other words, 
he suspected—indeed, believed—that the highland style of architecture and decorative arts 
had once flourished throughout the entire Polish state. Updating this folk style for mod-
ern, upper-class, use, Witkiewicz created the so-called “Zakopane Style,” a style the artist 
thought of as, simply, “Polish style.”11 This was yet another contribution of the highlanders 
to the Polish nation—another way in which folk motifs were incorporated into an all-Polish 
culture.

These contributions, although in their own ways significant, might have had less of an 
impact had there not been a challenge to Polish control over these mountains at this time—a 
challenge that summoned forth a Polish response. For a border dispute flared up, in which 
a landowner from the Hungarian side laid claim to the beautiful highland lake known as 
Morskie Oko (Eye of the Sea), the destination of many a Polish hiking expedition in the 
mountains. The story is a fascinating, if complicated one.12 Suffice it here to say that a number 
of highlanders as well as nationally conscious Poles fought—some literally (in border skir-
mishes with Hungarian gendarmes), others figuratively (in archives seeking proof of Polish 
possession)—to keep the lake Polish. In 1902, the dispute was resolved in the Poles’ favor. 
This border dispute resulted in the transformation of Morskie Oko from just another alpine 
lake into an outright symbol of Polishness. Generations of Poles would henceforth consider 
it their patriotic duty to make a pilgrimage to Morskie Oko. In turn, their sense of being Pol-
ish was strengthened by this and other highland experiences. Indeed, it has been argued that 
those who scaled the peaks or skied in the mountains found themselves under the natural 
conditions most conducive to the strengthening or even the embracing of a genuine national 
identity, thus making the mountains the place for personal discoveries of this kind.13

Ukrainians and Hutsuls
Outside interest in the Carpathians was not limited to the Tatra Mountains. In the early 
years of the twentieth century, members of the nascent Ukrainian intelligentsia (many of 
whom, like the Poles, also lived under Habsburg rule in Galicia) began to make their own 
kind of summer pilgrimage to what they considered to be their native mountains, the Eastern 
Carpathians. There they encountered the fascinating highland folk known as the Hutsuls. 
The Hutsul village of Kryvorivnia (Polish: Krzyworównia) proved to be the destination of 
choice for many Ukrainian writers, artists, and thinkers. Kryvorivnia was akin to a Ukrai-
nian Zakopane, and has been called the Ukrainian Athens. Galician Ukrainian luminaries 
of the likes of writer and activist Ivan Franko, ethnographer Volodymyr Hnatiuk, historian 
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Mykhailo Hrushevsky, and others summered in the region.14 Yet, as in the case of the Poles, 
some of the more significant visitors to the highland region came from across the border, in 
the Russian Empire.

When it comes to demonstrating the potential impact of the Hutsul highlanders on 
the Ukrainian nation (and vice versa), one case is especially telling. It involves one of those 
“Russian” Ukrainians, a Ukrainian from Kharkiv (Russian: Kharkov). A veritable Jack-of-
all-trades now remembered primarily as a writer and a minstrel (he played the traditional 
Ukrainian bandura), Hnat Khotkevych came to the Hutsul region after ending up in Galician 
exile after the Revolution of 1905. He was advised to spend the summer in Kryvorivnia, like 
many members of the Ukrainian intelligentsia. Some of them—much like the Poles in the 
Tatras—engaged in ethnographic studies, collecting songs and tales as well as sketching the 
beauties of the region. Yet Khotkevych seemed even more taken with the Hutsuls and their 
region than most of his co-nationalists. Khotkevych claimed “there is nothing more beautiful 
. . . on earth,” adding, “As I, having arrived in the Hutsul region, opened my mouth wide with 
amazement, thus with mouth agape I went about for six years.”15

Khotkevych did more than just go about the Hutsul region for six years. He studied the 
Hutsul dialect, which he termed “a fresh stream of highland water” in comparison to the way 
Ukrainian was spoken back home—a dialect that hearkened back to its proto-Slavic roots.16

He came to know the Hutsuls as a people, traveling high up into the alpine pastures known as 
polonyny where Hutsul shepherds took their animals to graze in the summer. And Khotkev-
ych wrote about the Hutsuls and their life (his most famous novel being Heart of Stone, which 
dealt with a famous Hutsul brigand from the beginning of the nineteenth century and his 
lover).17 The Ukrainian author did not shy away from writing dialogue in the Hutsul dialect, 
which apparently he did with greater success than did the more renowned novelist Mykhailo 
Kotsiubyns'kyi, whose 1912 novel Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors was famously made into a 
film in Soviet times.18

All of this knowledge and these (and other) talents would lead Khotkevych to play the 
crucial role in the founding of a Hutsul theater in 1910. Essentially he took a group of Hutsuls 
in the village of Krasnoïla, some literate, some not—members of a population that had never 
even seen a play—and transformed them into a theatrical troupe. This the Ukrainian writer 
(and sometime thespian and director) accomplished, despite his project being mocked by a 
number of his colleagues, who could not imagine that such an endeavor could succeed.19 Yet 
Khotkevych saw in the Hutsuls—dramatic, energetic, crafty—born actors. Of course, they 
could only play themselves, Hutsuls, but, given the right dramatic vehicle, they could do that 
on stage convincingly, with verve and aplomb.

Khotkevych’s ambitions for the Hutsul theater extended far beyond the Hutsul re-
gion. Serving as impresario for the troupe, he organized a theatrical tour through the en-
tire Habsburg province of Galicia. His Hutsul troupe performed to acclaim, with audiences 
marveling at their self-assuredness and bold acting—not what one would expect of illiterate 
peasants. The Hutsul theater went on several tours in the province. But Khotkevych was not 
content to show off his Hutsuls and their vivid culture (featured in a number of plays he later 
wrote especially for the troupe as well as in Józef Korzeniowski’s Carpathian Highlanders)
to Galicians. He set about organizing a miniature troupe that would perform back in his 
homeland, part of the Russian Empire at this time. Together they traveled to his hometown 
of Kharkiv, then through the Ukrainian lands more broadly, even to Moscow. Thus Russians 
as well as Ukrainians were exposed to Hutsuls and their culture, and they took an interest in 
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the troupe. However, further development of this fascinating undertaking was cut short by 
the outbreak of war in 1914.

Khotkevych’s Hutsul theater accomplished much in its short lifespan. It reinforced the 
pride of the Hutsuls in their culture, which was appreciated far and wide by audiences of dif-
ferent nationalities, who also came to see the Hutsul as a particularly colorful and attractive 
highland folk. In some ways, the similarities of this “discovery” of the Hutsuls of the Eastern 
Carpathians to that of the Górale of the Tatra Mountains are quite striking, with both the 
seemingly ancient provenance of the highlanders and their vigorous dialect appreciated by 
the discoverers. In introducing his Hutsul troupe to audiences in the Russian empire, Khot-
kevych emphasized that the remote, inaccessible mountains “made them perhaps the only 
Slavic tribe that had preserved the patriarchal way of life and even pagan rites.”20 He also 
believed that the vigor of their dialect could infuse the Ukrainian language with new life. 
Were they, then, ur-Ukrainians? Khotkevych seemed to think they represented a particularly 
attractive regional variant of the Ukrainian nation. He expected that, with time and with the 
right conditions, “the Hutsul theater could create in the bosom of the Ukrainian theater an 
original and colorful phenomenon no less interesting than the Sicilian theater in Italy or the 
Tyrolean theater on the German stage.”21

These two episodes of “discovery,” thus, suggest how important these encounters 
could be for shaping national, regional, and local identities. Poles and Ukrainians from the 
Russian Empire as well as the Habsburg province of Galicia were captivated by the Car-
pathian highlanders they encountered, whether they be Górale or Hutsuls. These nationally 
conscious members of their respective intelligentsias—writers, artists, and the like—took 
inspiration from the highlanders, who represented useful characteristics for modern na-
tions in the making, the most important of these, perhaps, being the highlanders’ love of 
liberty as well as the fact that they seemed to be remnants of an archaic past. Each group 
of highlanders was being claimed by its respective nation as a regional—and by extension, 
national—treasure. Furthermore, as lovers of freedom and putative preserves of ancient 
language and ways, highlanders were considered excellent candidates for membership in 
nations that sought not only to increase and/or consolidate their ranks but also, eventually, 
to gain independence.

In turn, this encounter with the lowlanders reinforced the innate dignity and confident 
demeanor of both Górale and Hutsuls, who learned that outsiders appreciated their unique 
qualities. It also inspired some highlanders to think more in national terms, as seen from 
the fact that some members of both highland populations elected to fight in their respective 
national units—the Polish Legions or Ukrainian Sich Riflemen—during World War I.22

Interwar Poles and the Highlanders
A new configuration of power in the region after World War I brought the situation of the 
Carpathian highlanders into new relief. The land previously known as Galicia came to be 
part of the new interwar Polish state, and all Carpathian highlanders within the borders of 
the country were transformed from subjects in a multiethnic empire to citizens of a putative 
nation state. Of course, as is well known, interwar Poland was hardly a state of only Poles: 
minorities made up a significant percentage of the population.23

What would the attitude of Poles be to their minorities, especially their highland com-
patriots? By World War I, as mentioned earlier, the Górale had found a place of honor within 
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the Polish nation. No one who believed that the Polish nation was more than the sum of the 
Polish nobility saw them as being anything but Polish, if still somewhat exotic. At the same 
time, the Tatra Mountain region had become the premier “domestic” vacation destination 
of Poles in winter (for the new and increasingly popular sport of skiing) as well as summer 
(for hiking).

Yet Poles also laid claim to the central and eastern Carpathians—indeed, to the en-
tirety of Galicia, with its Carpathian borderland. These lands were considered part of the 
patrimony of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Poles had believed them to be 
theirs under Habsburg rule; they were all the more convinced of this once they regained their 
independence in 1918 and once the borders of the state in the region of the eastern Carpath-
ians were determined in their favor.

The situation of the highlanders in the central and eastern Carpathians, as well as 
those territories, was less certain. These minority populations—the Hutsuls discussed above 
as well as the Lemkos and Boikos—were Eastern Slav peoples of Eastern-rite Catholicism or 
Eastern Orthodoxy, not the Poles’ Roman Catholicism. Were they to become “nationalized,” 
they might identify, instead, with Ukrainians, who saw them as part of their Ukrainian na-
tion—and indeed, strove during the interwar period to convince these highlanders that they 
were Ukrainian. Whether the highlanders would come to see themselves as Poles, broadly 
defined—that is, as loyal citizens of the interwar Polish state while retaining their local iden-
tity—or meld into the Ukrainian nation (and perhaps join in opposition to Polish rule) was 
a burning question for interwar Poland.

In the interwar period Poles addressed the question of highlanders’ national alle-
giance. Various Polish organizations strove to turn the highlanders across the length of the 
Carpathians (whether Górale, Lemkos, Boikos, or Hutsuls) into loyal Polish citizens while at 
the same time—interestingly—making room for continued or even increased ethnic/local/
regional distinctiveness. This move toward a Poland of regions, with a slogan of “unity in 
diversity,” gives the lie to views of the new Polish state as striving above all to become a pure 
nation state, although the push for a civic understanding of Polishness was doubtless less be-
nign than it may seem at first glance. The rest of this chapter will present the projects of two 
of these organizations, the Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region (Towarzystwo Przyjaciół 
Huculszczyzny) and the Union of Highlands (Związek Ziem Górskich) and draw some con-
clusions about this interwar “discovery” of the Carpathians.

The Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region
The Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region was far from a typical alpine club. Founded in 
1933, it had at its head a highly placed military officer, Brigadier General Tadeusz Kasprzycki. 
An official within the Ministry of Military Affairs, Kasprzycki was undoubtedly close to Mar-
shal Józef Piłsudski. As a 23-year-old he had been entrusted by Piłsudski with the command 
of the first military incursion of Polish forces (the so-called First Brigade of the Polish Le-
gions) into the Russian empire in August 1914.24 That there was a military connection here 
should perhaps come as no surprise during the period after Piłsudski’s coup d’état in 1927, 
when many Polish generals came to occupy positions within the government; yet the Society 
of Friends of the Hutsul Region was ostensibly a non-governmental organization. What this 
connection did mean was that the Society had many influential friends and unquestionably 
better access to funding than many similar organizations.
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How these not-so casual “friends” intended to support the Hutsul region and people 
says much about their vision of the highland region. The main aims of the Society were four: 
1) to coordinate the methodical economic and cultural development of the Hutsul region; 2) 
to protect those characteristics of the region that comprised its distinctiveness; 3) to utilize 
the “climatic values” of the Hutsul region to improve the “social hygiene” of the State; and 4) 
to oversee and rationally develop the Hutsul region as a center for tourism, summer resorts, 
and health spas.25 Given its Warsaw connections and home base, the Society planned to co-
ordinate the work of all institutions and individuals seeking to improve the Hutsul region 
and assist in its development, serve as an intermediary to the authorities and advocate on the 
region’s behalf, and generally promote the “Hutsul question” in myriad ways.26 The wording 
of the Society’s statute makes clear the special value that the Hutsul region had for the inter-
war Polish state: it was a “valuable component in the sum of the natural and spiritual riches 
of the Polish Republic.”27 In other words, this was to be no simple “Polska B”—no second-
class Poland. Rather, this periphery of the interwar Polish state had much to offer in the way 
of cultural distinctiveness, a restorative climate, beautiful landscapes, and opportunities to 
profit from them. It was the goal of the Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region to encour-
age those outside the region to avail themselves of this unique reservoir of values: physical, 
climatic, even spiritual.

To that end, an increased and active Polish presence in the region was desired. One 
of the ways in which the aims of the Society were to be met was through the activities of its 
branches and clubs. Indeed, it would be hard for a Warsaw-based organization to exert influ-
ence on this remote region without deputies in the field to do its bidding. Thus, from the very 
outset, branches, sections, and clubs were envisaged as the backbone of the Society. The main 
branch (ekspozytura) of the Society was located in the provincial capital of Stanisławów; it 
was the formal conduit for communication between center and periphery. There likewise 
existed a plethora of specialized sections, which gathered together experts in specific fields 
who could bring their expertise to bear on the challenges that faced this remote region. One 
of the initially more active sections was a Hygiene Section; it was designed not only to de-
termine the best location for spas and health resorts but also to help restore the health of the 
Hutsuls and improve the hygiene of existing villages, as syphilis was endemic to the region.28

Economic and Propaganda Sections helped to funnel financial assistance as well as popular 
interest, respectively, into the Eastern Carpathians; a Tourism Section featured prominently, 
given that the Society thought that tourism would be the salvation of the Hutsul region.

Nor were questions of identity ever far removed from the Society’s interests. One of 
the most fascinating sections was the so-called Section for the Preservation of Nativeness 
(Sekcja obrony swojszczyzny). Preserving the authentic distinctiveness of the region was seen 
as something that had to be done consciously. Awareness of this issue was reportedly in-
debted to the bad example provided by the Tatra region, where foreign influences in the 
period before World War I had distorted its unique highland style. One important (if not 
the only) reason for this interest in authenticity concerned the Hutsuls’ own self-awareness. 
If Poland was to be a composite of little homelands, comprised of a mosaic of peoples who 
acknowledged Polish statehood while maintaining their own distinct identity, then peoples 
like the Hutsuls would have to maintain their traditional ways. Thus, over the next years the 
Society underscored the value of Hutsul distinctiveness by mandating that participants in 
the various contests and festivals appear in proper Hutsul dress and on traditional Hutsul 
horses. Among its varied projects, the Society produced a periodical, calendars, and alma-
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nacs in Hutsul dialect (the first ever such published) as well as built a Hutsul Museum in the 
village of Żabie (today’s Verkhovyna). Hutsuls were taught that their way of life was unique 
and exotic, and that only by maintaining their traditional dress, habits, and speech could they 
expect to attract tourists to the region.

Polish–Hutsul relations were likewise furthered by those members of the Society, such 
as the scouts and Legionnaires, who conducted direct work in the field. The second of these 
groups played a key role. The Legionnaires’ Club of Friends of the Hutsuls consisted of for-
mer soldiers of the Second “Iron” Brigade, part of the Polish Legions that fought on the side 
of Austria during World War I. They had seen battle in the Hutsul region in 1914–1915. If 
Hutsuls were to be written into Polish history, the World War I connection was the most 
promising way to do so. As a report on the Society stated, “The history of the Second Bri-
gade—in its most essential moment . . . through battles, fights, through the graves of Car-
pathian soldiers . . . [—]is connected with the Hutsul land and with the Hutsuls, who in a . . . 
relatively significant number served in the Second Brigade.”29 Indeed, a company of some 
hundred Hutsuls had been assembled at that time; Hutsuls, thus, fought alongside Poles dur-
ing the war, trying to repel the Russian forces that had moved into the region.30

The existence of a Legionnaires’ Club hints at the unique connection of Hutsuls to the 
interwar Polish state. That Hutsuls had actually been part of the fight for Polish indepen-
dence—for that is how their presence in the Second Brigade was interpreted by the Poles—
made it easier for the authorities as well as organizations such as the Society of Friends of the 
Hutsul Region to imagine them as part of the solution to the multiethnic interwar state’s ills 
rather than part of the problem. In other words, Hutsuls needed to be distinguished from 
the Ukrainians of the lowlands, to be encouraged to see themselves as a distinct people with 
their own separate history. In the 1930s, the authorities and the Society would try to capital-
ize on this positive experience from the past, hoping thus to reinforce the somewhat tenuous 
relationship of Poles and Hutsuls and turn the latter and their region into one of the brightest 
pieces of the ethnic mosaic that was interwar Poland. The result was the main annual event 
of the region, a three-day competitive cross-country ski march that commemorated Hutsul–
Polish cooperation during World War I. It was known as the March along the Hutsul Route 
of the Second Legionnaire Brigade. Piłsudski himself sponsored the March, and one of the 
trophies was given in his honor. The Hutsul Route March was the major annual public event 
sponsored by the Society.

There is much more that could be said about the organization, its aims, and its projects, 
many of which—like the Hutsul Museum—were ambitious and expensive. This attention 
and investment was summed up by Kasprzycki: “The whole action is being led in a strictly 
social dimension with conspicuous support on the part of practically all governmental agen-
cies, for it is a fragment of a creative state and economic work, conceived on a large scale, 
on the territory of the Hutsul region.”31 The Society, thus, could be seen as doing the govern-
ment’s bidding by integrating the region further into the Polish body politic and economy. 
Highlanders were encouraged to consider themselves full-fledged and valuable citizens of 
the interwar Polish state. The Society was also to ensure that economic development in the 
region was powered by a Polish, not Ukrainian, engine—a matter of extreme importance in 
this borderland, for reasons of state security as well as national politics. The task of the Soci-
ety was made easier in that this was one part of the borderlands where Poles and the highland 
folk had once worked together (even though the Hutsuls surely thought they were fighting 
for Emperor Franz Joseph, not for Polish independence).
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The Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region also sponsored a major summer event, 
intended to be comparable to the Hutsul Route March. First held in the summer of 1933 (be-
fore the organization was founded, nota bene), the Hutsul Holiday was designed to draw in 
crowds interested in experiencing this exotic corner of interwar Poland, its beauty and high-
land culture. This event appeared to inspire yet another highland holiday that soon would 
reshape general attitudes toward highlanders and the highlands as well as the attitudes of 
the highlanders toward the Carpathian Mountain region (and, by its extension, the rest of 
Poland). This was the aptly named Highland or Mountain Holiday (Święto Gór).

The first Highland Holiday was originally slated to take place in Zakopane in the sum-
mer of 1934. However, destructive floods in the highlands rendered those plans untenable, 
and the holiday was postponed until the following summer. Behind the event stood two 
organizations: that of the Tatra Mountain highlanders as well as the Society of Friends of 
the Hutsul Region. Brigadier General Tadeusz Kasprzycki, newly promoted to Deputy Min-
ister of Military Affairs, headed the organizational committee, and reportedly the military 
was of assistance during the event as well. Yet that is not the main reason for our interest. 
Featured at the Highland Holiday was a much-anticipated folk song and dance competition, 
with highlanders from throughout the Carpathian Mountain region of Poland taking part. 
Participants included Tatra Mountain highlanders, Lemkos, and Boikos, not to mention sev-
eral groups of Hutsuls, whose dancing was considered most impressive. Indeed, one of the 
Hutsul troupes won the competition.32

Several purposes seemed to underlie the event. The first echoes the aims of the Sec-
tion for the Preservation of Nativeness of the Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region: for the 
competition—for best performance by a highland group—encouraged the highlanders to 
maintain their colorful manner of dress and their highland traditions. Indeed, some regional 
groups may even have been encouraged to resurrect or reconstruct them—revive old songs, 
sew anew traditional highland garb, and the like—if they had fallen out of style (which by 
this time was true of some regions, where highlanders, encountering a modernizing world, 
had sought rather to assimilate to it and downplay their folk origins). Second, by bringing 
representatives of the various highland peoples together at one event, the organizers hoped 
to foster a sense of brotherhood across the Carpathian region. (They also sought to strength-
en the highlanders’ sense of belonging to the Polish state: all highlanders participating in the 
Highland Holiday were escorted on a free trip around Poland after the event.) They seem 
to have succeeded. While still present at the Highland Holiday in Zakopane, leaders of the 
regional groups resolved to create an organization that would work toward the “unification 
[zespolenie] and elevation—ideologically, culturally, and economically—of all the highland 
areas of Poland.”33

Union of Highlands
This resolution would result in the establishment of the Union of Highlands. Although 
proposed the previous year in Zakopane, its founding formally took place at the Highland 
Congress in Sanok 15–17 August 1936—a slightly smaller affair (by design) but one no less 
significant. There the folklorization of the highland folk proceeded apace—again, in com-
petitive fashion. But this was not the only thrust of the event: as in the case of the Highland 
Holiday, the congress was likewise intended for those interested in the region’s development, 
and various talks and reports were presented to those assembled.34
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The most lasting accomplishment of the Highland Congress in Sanok, nonetheless, 
was the establishment of the Union of Highlands. Heading the organization was the by now 
familiar figure of Brigadier General Tadeusz Kasprzycki. His three deputies encapsulated in 
their own persons the main directions of the Union of Highlands: the organization’s desire 
to attract summer and winter guests to the mountain in a modern way (Aleksander Bob-
kowski); the value of tourism, nature preservation, and scholarly study of the Carpathians 
and their inhabitants (Walery Goetel); and the need for improved animal husbandry and 
dairy production (Janusz Rudnicki).35 As stated by Walery Goetel, the goal of the Union of 
Highlands was to “connect the Carpathians with the rest of Poland economically and cultur-
ally.”36 Speaking at one of the Union’s conferences, Goetel implied that this would not be as 
difficult as some might think. The outcomes of the highland congresses in Zakopane and Sa-
nok were encouraging. There, he said, one could see that the various highlanders had much 
in common with each other, and that they saw that Poland had their best interests at heart.37

Another scholar developed further a picture of the Carpathians and their role within 
the Polish state. Professor Jerzy Smoleński said that this territory of nearly 30,000 square 
kilometers—about 8 percent of the territory of the Second Republic—differed in manifold 
ways from the rest of Poland, the quintessential lowland. (For those unfamiliar with the ety-
mology of “Poland,” the toponym comes from the word pole, implying fields and plains, not 
mountains.) The Carpathian Mountains’ inhabitants were different, too, having—according 
to Smoleński—a “completely different material culture and even a [different] spiritual one.”38

Yet—notably—this was not seen as a drawback but as a reflection of the very nature 
of Poland. Poland was a state characterized by diversity and known historically to integrate 
varied lands into one whole (in contrast to Russia, Smoleński asserted).39 Although no direct 
reference was made, this suggested that there were still Poles who saw their country as the 
heir to the multiethnic and multidenominational Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, that 
premodern entity that encompassed much of Central and Eastern Europe before 1795. Po-
land, thus, was no regular nation state but a state of regions, each potentially with its own 
distinct profile and making unique contributions to the whole.

Further statements provide evidence of this new interwar regional approach to Poland. 
Smoleński touted the highland region’s promise as a producer of energy, to come from wa-
terpower (and, potentially, natural gas). The country’s electrification would rest, he said, on 
the southern borderlands.40 Yet this was not the only strength of the region. One could not 
forget its vivifying climate, curative mineral springs, and the beauty of the landscape. These 
qualities would make it, according to Goetel, the country’s rest region, a region that would 
“regenerate the strength of the citizen.”41

And, indeed, the question of summer resorts and tourism was among the most impor-
tant for both the highland region and for the Union of Highlands. The distinct cultural quali-
ties of the local population would be another draw. Such tourism and vacationing likewise 
could have a great impact on the Carpathian highlanders across the region, who would be 
exposed to all manner of Poles—especially, it was hoped, Polish workers, who most needed 
to regenerate their strength (and were least accustomed to taking such vacations). The poten-
tial for such development was great.

Yet the Carpathian Mountain region had its own regional differences, and they were 
much discussed within the Union of Highlands. The central Carpathians were seen as be-
ing particularly well situated for tourism—this despite the fact that the western and eastern 
Carpathians actually needed to rely most heavily on the tourist industry, given their lack 
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of fertile soil. Located to the south of the Sandomierz industrial region, the locus of much 
development during the interwar period, the central Carpathians would be most accessible 
to the workers.

The decision to develop tourism in the relatively populous central Carpathians was 
also a strategic one. As Smoleński noted, “the turning of the mass movement of the Polish 
worker toward the central Carpathians would have a great significance from a nationalities 
point of view.”42 For the region was inhabited by Lemkos and Boikos. They were the most 
impoverished highland populations, living in a region where little had been done to foster 
tourism. In fact, one might think of the central Carpathians as essentially a touristic blank 
spot during this period. No regional organization had yet taken responsibility for its devel-
opment. All focus had been on the Tatras and the Hutsul region. But of course a huge swath 
of the Carpathians separated the two: the Sącz Beskids, Low Beskids, Bieszczady, even the 
Gorgany (although the last lay along the border of the Hutsul region, where tourism and 
health resorts were developing apace). At any rate, it was thought that the Union of High-
lands must see to it that the central Carpathians were given the requisite attention: “Our 
postulate must be that the necessary connection of the west and east segments of the Car-
pathians take place as fast as possible.”43 Poland’s Carpathian Mountain borderland, thus, 
was to become a unified entity, its segments equally well studied, analyzed, and developed 
in rational fashion.

This new approach to the Carpathians proved to be Janus-faced—looking backward as 
well as forward. As yet another influential Union of Highlands member put it, “Individuality 
and improvisation are our national characteristics, all the more so the axis of our state must 
be planning and organization.”44 Poles like Colonel Tadeusz Grabowski, the General Secre-
tary of the Union of Highlands, were all too aware of the historic faults identified with their 
self-perceived national character: individualism leading to near anarchy as well as a kind of 
spontaneity that belied a lack of foresight, and was often followed by a lack of constancy in 
pursuit of goals. Such negative national attributes would not facilitate the running of a mod-
ern state. Thus, interwar Poland, at least in the instances we have seen, was trying to right 
itself. It strove to become a less improvisational, haphazard place as well as one that exerted 
some degree of control over all its borderland regions. Yet that did not mean that it sought 
outright homogenization. At a certain level, it apparently was trying to become a country 
where regions retained their distinctive identity, where each contributed something different 
to the good of the whole.

Such at least appeared to be the thrust of the Union of Highlands, as seen through the 
discussions that took place during its spring 1937 Congress. One wonders whether this orga-
nization and the state authorities behind it were consistent in their application of the earlier 
expressed slogan of “unity in diversity,” as well as whether highlanders responded favorably 
to continuing developments—both subjects that await further research.45 What surely can 
be said is that this ambitious project for the Carpathian mountain region was never fully 
realized, Polish efforts being interrupted within the space of several years by the outbreak of 
World War II.

Nonetheless, some conclusions can be drawn from this and the previous examples. 
Despite the borderland status of the Carpathian Mountains, the highland regions proved 
important for national as well as state development. The highlands and, especially, the high-
landers played a crucial role for the Poles. The encounter helped to shore up the development 
of the Polish nation from a noble one to one that would encompass the full spectrum of so-
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ciety. In the case of the Ukrainians, the encounter with the Hutsuls seemed to have less of a 
direct effect on the general shape of the nation, although it clearly touched individuals such 
as Hnat Khotkevych and the members of his Hutsul troupe, in part nationalizing the latter.

In the interwar period, a lack of Ukrainian statehood essentially nixed further lowland 
Ukrainian moves in the highlands or rendered them subject to official Polish approval. At 
the same time, Poles—certainly after the ascent to power of Józef Piłsudski—redoubled their 
efforts in the Carpathian borderlands, which they hoped to make secure as well as integrate 
into a properly run modern state. In the process, they appeared to value the diversity of 
the borderland—indeed, to foster it through the varied projects of organizations such as 
those initiated by the Society of Friends of the Hutsul Region and the Union of Highlands. 
Of course, this appreciation of diversity—or was it a mere folklorization of the highland-
ers?—was likewise colored by the fact that the maintenance of traditional local and regional 
identities might keep highland populations such as the Hutsuls, Lemkos, and Boikos from 
becoming “national”—that is, from becoming nationally conscious Ukrainians.

Although styled as a modern, rational project, this Polish approach to the highland 
borderlands was at the same time anachronistic. It is certainly redolent of premodern, Pol-
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth–style ideas about the nature of states and nations, ideas that 
have proven to be on the losing side in the modern race to “reconstruct” nations in the re-
gion.46 The fostering of regionalism and diversity, after all, cuts across the grain of modern 
nation formation, which tends to seek homogeneity within a nation state and place allegiance 
to the nation first and foremost. A modern edition of Poland, or something approximating it, 
would emerge only after the conflagration that was World War II.

Epilogue
World War II profoundly affected what had until then been a rich mosaic of peoples. The 
annihilation of the region’s Jews in the Holocaust was but one significant alteration of what 
had been a multiethnic landscape. It was further “homogenized” in the years 1944–1946, 
which witnessed the deportation (so-called “repatriation”) of most Lemkos and Boikos from 
the new postwar Polish state, one whose borders were shifted westward.47 As a result of this 
shift, Hutsuls and many Boikos found themselves living in the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Re-
public, which declared them to be Ukrainians. Considered Ukrainians as well by the postwar 
Polish state, the remaining 30 percent of Lemkos were likewise expelled from their central 
Carpathian homeland and scattered in settlements in the west and north of Poland as a result 
of Operation Vistula in 1947; in that way, these remaining East Slavs were to be lost in a sea 
of Polishness and perhaps lose their ethnic identity in the process.48 What ultimately resulted, 
however, starting in 1989 after decades of quietude, was a resurgence of their identification as 
Lemkos and—for some49—a sense of Rusyn brotherhood with the Carpatho-Rusyns on the 
southern slopes of the Carpathians.

In today’s Europe, a Europe of Euroregions as well as states, the idea of transnational 
and multiethnic entities gaining ascendancy seems less farfetched. Euroregions encompass-
ing segments of the Carpathian highlands already exist, although at present they seem to 
be languishing rather than thriving.50 Whether these might ultimately encourage the high-
landers of the region to see that they have more in common with each other than with their 
lowland compatriots (who continue to claim the highlanders for their respective nations) 
nonetheless remains to be seen.
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Mapping the Hungarian 
Borderlands

Robert Nemes

Austria-Hungary typically merits one or perhaps two maps in most modern European his-
tory textbooks. Almost invariably, one of them shows a multicolored Austria-Hungary frac-
tured into a dozen small regions, each occupied by a discrete nationality.1 That no other 
European states have comparable maps is unsurprising, since maps of the modern world 
usually represent states as “more integrated, distinct, and centralized than was and in fact 
is the case.”2 Austria-Hungary stands as a distinct exception to this cartographic rule, and it 
requires no great imagination to see in these maps not only the diversity and decentralization 
of Austria-Hungary, but even foreshadowing of the assassination at Sarajevo, the disappear-
ance of the empire, and the century of ethnic tensions and national conflict that followed. 
Such maps draw upon models created in the last decades of Austria-Hungary, and they have 
been a feature of scholarship on the region ever since. The spread and survival of these na-
tionalities maps thus raise historical and historiographical questions. What explains their 
creation and dissemination around 1900? Why do historians continue to reproduce them?

To begin to answer these questions, we must recognize that maps contain interpreta-
tions, arguments, and messages about the political systems they depict. For Austria-Hunga-
ry, the multicolored maps just described reflect a distinctly nationalist worldview, according 
to which Austria-Hungary was hopelessly divided into a limited number of bounded, per-
manent, and antagonistic national groups. In recent decades, however, scholars have begun 
to draw a very different picture of Austria-Hungary, emphasizing the state’s resilience and 
resourcefulness in an era of mass politics; the expansion and professionalization of its pub-
lic administration; and the emergence of a broad, vibrant civil society.3 Particularly in the 
Austrian half of the monarchy, traditions of liberalism and legal equality tempered the state’s 
response to the “national question.” This is not to deny the salience of nationhood (a sense of 
national belonging) and nationalism (a means of political mobilization) in Austria-Hungary 
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in the decades around 1900. As elsewhere in Europe, the wider processes of state building, 
mass education, and economic modernization contributed to the emergence of a political 
culture in which national activists could and did play a prominent role. But prominence 
rarely meant dominance, and the citizens of Austria-Hungary often greeted nationalist agita-
tion with indifference or only short-lived support.

This revisionist scholarship is crucial to reconceptualizing the multicolored map of 
Austria-Hungary, with its thick lines separating different national groups. So too is a grow-
ing literature on borderlands, which has shifted the spotlight from the imperial centers to 
the edges of empires. This work has drawn attention to the processes by which boundaries 
are imagined and constructed, as well as to the movements of peoples, goods, and ideas 
across real and imagined borders. Such approaches can illuminate the role of the state and its 
practices of cartography and classification (censuses, passports, schools, and so on). Scholars 
have also emphasized the importance of Europe-wide ideologies, and in particular the model 
of the nation state and of territorial citizenship, in redefining the meaning of boundaries and 
border regions. Thinking about borderlands thus encourages us to ask how states went about 
making borders; to look closely at the posture of state officials and at power relations on the 
ground; and to understand the ways in which borders did—and did not—become rooted in 
everyday social practices.4

The focus of this chapter is not an existing international boundary, the starting point 
for much scholarship on borderlands. It instead examines one of Austria-Hungary’s “nation-
al borderlands,” as I call regions of ethnographic diversity contested by competing national 
activists. Its subject is Bihar/Bihor County, a region today divided between Hungary and 
Romania.5 A century ago, Bihar/Bihor was a rather unremarkable corner of the Hungarian 
Kingdom, one situated far from international boundaries. Its population was almost equally 
split between ethnic Hungarians and ethnic Romanians, a fact of little consequence until the 
last decades of the nineteenth century, when a number of local middle-class national activ-
ists began to emphasize the region’s status as a national borderland and worked to define and 
defend the Hungarian–Romanian border they saw running through it.

This case study demonstrates the many consequences of political mobilization around 
national borderlands in the last decades of the nineteenth century. It is organized around 
two distinct interpretative frameworks, which the geographer John Agnew has identified as 
“cross-border othering” and “cultural-symbolic borrowing.”6 Put differently, it asks what it 
means to think of this region first as a “barrier” and then as a “bridge.” My primary aim is to 
show that the sharp lines on the textbook maps of Austria-Hungary, far from being fixed and 
timeless, emerged in a particular historical context and required a great deal of intellectual 
labor and cultural work. At the same time, I argue that much of the impetus for “border-
making” in this case came from local actors rather than from outsiders and state officials, as 
is often suggested in recent writing on Central and East European borderlands. Last, I show 
that the agitation over national borderlands helped reveal and redefine competing symbolic 
geographies: the creation of one new border made it possible to imagine many more.

Border Making
Geographers have shown how the making of international boundaries in modern Europe 
was an evolutionary process, one that required the allocation, delimitation, demarcation, 
and administration of physical borders. State functions in border zones also changed over 
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time, as did the meanings different social groups attached to specific borders.7 The creation 
of national borderlands within the state (rather than between states) involved several re-
lated processes. First, nationalists measured the limits of the “national territory” and drew 
borders through ethnically mixed regions; importantly, such lines rarely followed historic 
boundaries (between provinces, counties, and bishoprics). Second, nationalists worked to 
mobilize political energies both on the ground and in the center toward these “threatened 
borderlands.” In this way, nationalists attempted to politicize everyday behaviors and social 
tensions. Third, nationalist agitation on one side of a perceived border frequently brought 
forth a response from nationalists on the other side. It also forced other locals to respond, 
although it is worth underlining that national borderlands often mattered more to some 
social groups than to others.

On the surface, late nineteenth-century Hungary presented a surprisingly inhospi-
table environment for the emergence of national borderlands. This point is often obscured 
in writing about the region. It is true that Hungary had a multiethnic population, barely half 
of whom listed Hungarian as their “mother tongue” in censuses and many of whom lived in 
large, relatively homogeneous ethnic blocs. Yet the Hungarian political leadership, firmly in 
power after the Compromise of 1867 created the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, was 
wholly committed to the historic borders of the Hungarian Kingdom. This applied especially 
to Hungary’s external frontiers, but also to its internal administration, the key unit of which 
was the county (Hungarian vármegye, Romanian judeţ). “The county, and nothing else, was 
the unit and motive force of this old Hungary,” wrote a contemporary historian.8 Balancing 
the needs of rationalization with the claims of Hungarian nationalism, the government re-
drew a number of county lines in 1876, leaving Hungary with 71 counties including Croatia-
Slavonia, or 63 without it.

Challenges to these internal boundaries came primarily from Slavic and Romanian na-
tionalists, who resented what they saw as the Hungarian state’s nationalizing policies (which 
expanded the use of the Hungarian language in schools, courts, and local administration). In 
this they received encouragement from outside Hungary: in Bucharest, for example, the Ro-
manian government, members of parliament, and cultural associations all provided mean-
ingful support to their fellow Romanians within Hungary.9 The increasingly assertive non-
Hungarian nationalists attempted to gain political control of the counties and, when that 
strategy failed, called for county borders to be redrawn along ethnic lines. At the same time, 
a growing number of Hungarian nationalists, alarmed at the activities of their opponents 
and the seeming passivity of the ethnically Hungarian population, likewise began to focus 
on what they saw as contested national borderlands. Herein lay the seeds of a challenge to 
Hungary’s historic borders.

In places like Bihar/Bihor County, nationalists confronted remarkable diversity. Con-
temporaries proudly described Bihar/Bihor as “Hungary in miniature,” pointing to its varied 
topography, sharp urban/rural divide, and mixture of peoples. Like much of Hungary, the re-
gion was a mixture of broad, treeless plains and high hills, through which swift rivers flowed. 
Its county seat, Nagyvárad/Oradea (also known by its German name Grosswardein), was one 
of the most economically dynamic and culturally vibrant cities in Hungary. The surrounding 
countryside was much poorer and long plagued by bad transportation, low literacy, and ban-
ditry in the highlands. Bihar/Bihor County had more than 600,000 inhabitants, who spoke 
a number of languages (Hungarian and Romanian were the most common); belonged to six 
major religions; and pursued a wide range of occupations. For many locals, this diversity was 
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a source of great pride: the writer Pál Szabó later claimed that many people in his native vil-
lage had had “pure Mongolian features,” making them the presumed descendants of nomadic 
horsemen who had overrun Hungary in 1241.10

Not all locals shared Szabó’s enthusiasm. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, 
a small but vocal number of national-minded officials, lawyers, writers, and newspapermen 
began to describe the region in very different terms: as a contested borderland containing 
two discrete and hostile national groups. The idea of Bihar/Bihor County as a borderland was 
not implausible. Indeed, historian R. J. W. Evans has observed that the Hungarian word for 
“border” (határ, from which the Romanian word hotar derived) long retained a flexible and 
imprecise meaning, and could apply either to a specific boundary or to a shifting no-man’s 
land.11 For Bihor/Bihar, one could make an argument for its “border” status based upon its 
topography, which forms a natural divide between the vast Hungarian plains and the Tran-
sylvanian highlands. Alternately, one could observe that the county stood on the frontier 
of Eastern and Western Christianity, a fact attested by the large number of Greek Catholics 
(so-called Uniates), members of Eastern Orthodox churches that had accepted communion 
with the Vatican in the late seventeenth century. Finally, one could argue from history, noting 
that Ottoman, Habsburg, and Transylvanian rulers had all controlled Bihar/Bihor at vari-
ous points in the past, creating uncertainty about whether the region belonged to Hungary 
proper or to Transylvania.

Nineteenth-century nationalists instead seized on the Hungarian–Romanian language 
frontier, which ran through the county. In newspaper articles and scholarly works, Hungar-
ian nationalists worried aloud about the “infiltration” of ethnic Romanians and described 
their towns as “border fortresses”; for their part, Romanians despaired of living on the “ex-
treme margins of the Romanian element” and thus subject to strong pressures of linguistic 
Hungarianization.12 Nationalists on both sides spoke and acted as though an actual border 
existed in the county, and they worked to map, police, and, when possible, shift it. Statisti-
cians, mapmakers, and amateur ethnographers helped define the border, as did historians, 
who inventively used place names and other sources to establish that their national group 
had been the first to settle the region. As a result, the nationalists’ border often overlapped 
with other forms of difference, and the dichotomies just described (plains/mountains, West-
ern/Eastern Christianity, and Western/Eastern polities) were frequently superimposed onto 
the Hungarian/Romanian divide. By looking closely at the strategies nationalists pursued in 
one borderland, we can see clearly the extent of their ambitions, the relative strength of the 
two sides, and the outcomes of their activity. Briefly, we can identify four processes at work.

Politicization
Creating borderlands in regions not previously seen as such required a great deal of intel-
lectual work. The borderlands had to be mapped, their inhabitants counted and classified, 
and the wider public convinced that this was an issue worthy of attention and in need of 
decisive action. National activists in late nineteenth-century Hungary faced additional chal-
lenges in their attempts to mobilize the population around national borders. Most obviously, 
formal political life in these regions was stubbornly oligarchic: only a small fraction of the 
population had the vote on the state and county levels, which limited nationalists’ financial 
resources and access to the coercive power of the state. To be sure, officials in both Budapest 
and Bihar/Bihor County broadly supported the Hungarian national movement and, at the 
same time, monitored Romanian associations and students, noted visits of Romanian na-
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tional leaders from outside the county, and openly interfered in elections to ensure the defeat 
of Romanian nationalist candidates.13 But it is important to recall that the Hungarian ad-
ministration had a limited reach outside the realm of elections and education, and that local 
officials often took a pragmatic approach when confronted with nationalist claims. Liberal 
ideology also encouraged officials in Bihar/Bihor to tolerate initiatives that did not appear 
to threaten the public order, including journals, savings banks, reading societies, and choirs.

This points to another challenge nationalists faced on the local level: the strength 
of non-national civic life in provincial Hungary. The decades around 1900 were a golden 
era for coffeehouses, clubs, newspapers, and voluntary associations. Although nationhood 
clearly mattered to the participants in these institutions, it usually overlapped with—and 
was often subordinate to—other social and political interests. That the working language of 
most of Bihar/Bihor County’s associations and newspapers was Hungarian thus says more 
about Hungarian-speakers’ relatively high social status, level of education, and rate of ur-
banization than about the strength of Hungarian nationalism. For educated Romanians, 
nationalism was a much more salient feature of public life, in large part because of the 
disparities in social position and political power between them and leading Hungarians. 
To borrow the words of sociologist Rogers Brubaker, Romanianness was “marked” (mean-
ing “different” or “other”), whereas Hungarianness was “unmarked” (“the normal, default, 
taken-for-granted category”).14 Yet local Romanians had to balance their ambitions against 
the reality of a poor, rural society, which provided limited resources and a narrow social 
base for their undertakings.

For a small number of cultural associations, nationalism trumped all other concerns. 
On the Hungarian side, the most important was the Bihar County Society for Popular Edu-
cation (A Biharvármegyei Népnevelési Egyesület, or BNE), which began operations in Na-
gyvárad/Oradea in 1884.15 For national-minded Romanians, the four chapters of the Tran-
sylvanian Association for Romanian Literature and the Culture of the Romanian People 
(Asociaţia Transilvană pentru Literatura Română şi Cultura Poporului Român, or ASTRA), 
the largest and most active Romanian cultural association in prewar Hungary, had the great-
est significance.16 The Hungarian and Romanian nationalist associations shared much in 
common. First, they drew upon the same social groups, with clergymen, teachers, and urban 
professionals comprising the largest part of their memberships. Second, the Hungarian and 
Romanian cultural associations pursued nearly identical aims, including the spread of popu-
lar education through literacy campaigns, public lectures, and support for teachers in village 
schools; in this way, both sides linked their national goals (the cultivation of national aware-
ness among the lower strata of society) to a liberal vision of progress (economic change and 
social mobility through self-improvement). Last, both Hungarian and Romanian national 
activists focused their energies on linguistically mixed areas. According to one of its leaders, 
the BNE had as its mission the rescue of ethnic Hungarians living on “contiguous borders” 
with Romanians. These Hungarians, he explained, had thrown off their “national customs, 
racial virtues, most characteristic good features, and indeed, in place of their mother tongue 
had begun to bring the neighboring language [Romanian] into the domestic hearth.”17 The 
same author justified these efforts with the assertion that this was a life-and-death struggle: 
“Our enemies’ numbers, strength, and power are greater than we believe. Perhaps they are 
closer than we to forcing the final battle.”18 The nationalists’ language, with its images of 
battles, fronts, fortresses, and enemies, reveals how associations dedicated to popular educa-
tion could take on a militaristic aspect in regions viewed as contested borderlands.
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Dividing

The semi-official encyclopedia of Bihar/Bihor County, published in Hungarian in 1901, con-
tained several detailed maps. One, a large foldout map of the county, was richly drawn and 
colorfully illustrated. It carefully displayed the county’s rivers, mountains, roads, and rail-
road lines, as well as the names of all large settlements and the boundaries of the county’s 
17 electoral districts. The empty spaces beyond the county’s borders emphasized the historic 
boundaries of the county, just as the exclusive use of Hungarian versions of place names mis-
leadingly depicted the region as linguistically homogeneous.19 A second map told a different 
story. Entitled “Nationality Map of Bihar County,” it showed areas occupied by Hungarian, 
Romanian, German, Slovak, and mixed Hungarian/Romanian populations. With the excep-
tion of a limited number of settlements and the electoral boundaries, all other distinguishing 
features were removed from the map. What remained showed Bihar/Bihor to have a solid 
Hungarian mass in the west, a solid Romanian block in the east, and a mixed zone running 
through the middle of the county. Historic and homogeneous in the first map, Bihar/Bihor 
County was now shown to contain a national borderland. The Enciclopedia română (Ro-
manian Encyclopedia), published three years later in Transylvania, included a similar map. 
Strikingly, in the copy I consulted, someone had noted the new international borders drawn 
in 1919–1920 and traced a thick red line around the farthest reach of Romanian settlement 
in Bihar/Bihor and the surrounding counties, and then a thick blue line beyond that, thereby 
erasing any doubt that this region was a borderland.

How did mapmakers define nationality? In late nineteenth-century Hungary, as in 
much of Europe, language use and religion were widely understood to be the primary mark-
ers of national belonging. In Bihar/Bihor County, Hungarian nationalists tended to give pri-
macy to language in ascribing nationality, particularly since it allowed them to claim, among 
other groups, the many Jews and Greek Catholics who listed Hungarian as their “mother 
tongue” in the decennial census. Romanian scholars in contrast emphasized religion, as-
serting that all Eastern Orthodox and Greek Catholics were nationally Romanian (thereby 
putting Hungarian-speaking Greek Catholics back into the Romanian column). This allowed 
Romanian writers to reinterpret the official census figures: according to one estimate, ethnic 
Romanians (defined by religion rather than mother tongue) comprised 45 percent of the 
population of Bihar/Bihorand Hungarians just 47 percent (instead of the 41 and 57 percent 
figures based on “mother tongue”).20 Both sides agreed, however, that all residents of the 
county should be assigned to one national category. This left little room for the many villag-
ers and townspeople who spoke two or more languages, and it also disregarded the ways in 
which centuries of migration, religious conversion, and “mixed” marriages had unsettled the 
categories of language and religion in this region.21

Nationalists employed ethnography to accentuate further the sharp divisions they saw 
between local Hungarians and Romanians. Anthropologist Tamás Hofer has demonstrated 
that around 1900 scholarly, professional traditions of ethnography, which stressed the di-
versity of the Hungarian homeland and used historical, evolutionary models to explain dif-
ferences among ethnic groups, were increasingly eclipsed by more popular, amateur forms 
of ethnography, which asserted the superiority of Hungarian folk culture and emphasized 
the great disparity among different peoples.22 The 1901 encyclopedia of Bihar/Bihor County 
reflected the latter tendency. It highlighted the many differences between Hungarian and 
Romanian folk practices, including costumes, wedding rituals, domestic architecture, and 
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religious holidays. The encyclopedia also drew a clear divide between the morals of the two 
groups. It thus lavished praise on the Hungarian peasants of the plains, who were extolled as 
religious, law-abiding, sober, and loyal, whereas the highland Romanians were dismissed as 
dissolute, illiterate, unclean, and politically unreliable. It warned, however, that looser mor-
als were to be found among Hungarians who lived “adjacent to or among Romanians.”23

Ethnographic diversity again emerges as a problem in need of a solution. The county ency-
clopedia did not suggest one, but a regional association devoted to tourism did. It argued 
that Hungarian tourism to these mixed areas would bring the “strong Hungarian feeling of 
the Great Plains” into this region “where we struggle with the [Romanians’] unjust claims 
and terrorism.”24 Once more, an ostensibly apolitical activity (here tourism) took on political 
dimensions in the context of a national borderland.

Remembering
Like many counties in Hungary, Bihar/Bihor County had a historical society and a local 
history museum. The historical society’s leadership comprised county officials and high cler-
ics, including a large number of Roman and Greek Catholic prelates (but no rabbis, since 
the historical society did not accept Jewish members). The history museum in Nagyvárad/
Oradea held a modest and eclectic collection, in which visitors could find Roman antiqui-
ties, old weapons, watches, keys, portraits of local luminaries, and the leather cigar case of a 
Hungarian general executed at the end of the 1848–1849 revolution.25 As Celia Applegate has 
written of similar provincial German museums, the display of such quotidian objects sought 
to make whole a fragmented past, to sustain the local community in an era of significant 
socioeconomic change.26 In Bihar/Bihor, the historical society and museum presented what 
might be considered the official version of local history, in which the county’s different ethnic 
and religious groups played different roles (with some much more visible than others) yet 
coexisted peacefully for centuries. In different forms, this story of local patriotism and ethnic 
harmony was told again and again at public holidays and in local historical works.

Both Hungarian and Romanian nationalists challenged this narrative, although from 
very different perspectives. That educated Hungarians and Romanians possessed competing 
conceptions of history is not surprising. The anthropologist Katherine Verdery has argued 
that middle-class Hungarians and Romanians “inhabited the same space and participated in 
many of the same events, but each group saw those things through lenses specific to itself and 
its past. Any given occurrence meant different things to each, for their experiences differed 
from one another, they saw differing things as significant, and their hopes and expectations 
were not the same.”27 Nor, it is worth stressing, were their relations to political power and 
thus their ability to display their version of history. Hungarian nationalists could raise money 
for statues of Lajos Kossuth, the hero of the 1848–1849 revolution, and call on villages to 
adopt more Hungarian-sounding names. Romanian nationalists in contrast had few public 
opportunities to celebrate their heroes. When rumors spread that several villages in Bihar/
Bihor had gathered money for a statue to Avram Iancu, the Romanian hero of 1848–1849, 
the Hungarian authorities reacted with alarm. Describing the plan as “treasonous,” one of-
ficial called for the removal of a Greek Catholic priest who had organized a collection for 
the statute, reasoning that his punishment would serve as a warning to other Romanian-
speaking villages.28

Hungarian and Romanian nationalists competed on more even terms when it came to 
the distant past. And the distant past mattered greatly to them both. Historian Sorin Mitu has 
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observed that educated Romanians stressed their Latin origins in part because the present 
“seemed to offer so little satisfaction” and because Latin descent moved Romanians “from 
the bottom to the top of the list in terms of civilization, freedom, political development, and 
national-self-assertion.”29 In Bihar/Bihor County, national-minded Romanians asserted that 
that the Romanian people had occupied the region continuously since the time of the Ro-
mans. The Enciclopedia română stated that local Romanians had defended themselves first 
against Attila the Hun and later against Árpád, the leader of the Hungarian tribes who settled 
in the Carpathian Basin.30 Hungarian scholars tirelessly rejected the Romanians’ claims to 
primacy, citing chronicles, manuscripts, place names, and linguistic evidence. For the canon 
and historian János Karácsonyi, it was simply impossible that “before 1235 a single Roma-
nian lived in Bihar County.”31 Echoing a common argument, he claimed that only the devas-
tation wrought by the Mongols and later the Ottomans had allowed significant numbers of 
Romanians to immigrate into the region. Karácsonyi thus counted more than 50 villages in 
the county that had once been wholly Hungarian but were now Romanian. In this reading 
of history, national groups have existed—and stood in conflict with one another—for mil-
lennia. At the same time, by claiming that the “other side” was wrongly occupying “national 
territory,” activists could justify their own actions in defense of the national borderland.

Closing Ranks
Much of the nationalists’ work in the borderlands was directed at their “co-nationals,” and 
especially at locals who were seen as insufficiently demonstrative in their national commit-
ments or even in danger of “switching sides.” The Hungarian-language press in Nagyvárad/
Oradea, for example, denounced the local Chevra Kadisha, or Jewish burial society, for us-
ing only Hebrew—and not Hungarian—letters on Jewish gravestones; after a long debate, 
the society relented and allowed Hungarian and German inscriptions to appear alongside 
Hebrew ones.32 This small anecdote underscores the highly symbolic nature of nationalist 
politics in the borderlands. Both Hungarian nationalists and their opponents attached great 
importance to flags and monuments, place and personal names, ritualized demonstrations 
and crowd activities, and everyday behaviors and speech. The Chevra Kadisha’s concession 
was, however, a rare (and partial) victory for nationalists in Bihar/Bihor County. For all their 
sound and fury, nationalists’ attempts to “police” the borderland often met with only limited 
success, particularly in the countryside.

Both Hungarian and Romanian activists faced sizeable obstacles in taking their cam-
paigns into rural areas. Most obviously, the rhetoric of both Hungarian and Romanian cul-
tural associations habitually outran their resources. When it was reported in 1892, for ex-
ample, that the Hungarian residents of one small village were in danger of losing both “their 
language and patriotic feeling” (that is, of becoming Romanian), the BNE immediately voted 
funds to send them “good Hungarian reading materials,” a symbolic but hardly decisive in-
tervention.33 The larger truth is that peasants in Bihar/Bihor, like their counterparts across 
much of Europe, were only partially integrated into the wider political culture. What Eugen 
Weber has written about rural France could be applied equally to rural Hungary, where poor 
roads, bad school, and widespread poverty insulated the mass of the rural population from 
newer political ideologies.34 Few peasants had the vote, and both state and local authorities 
were ready to quash rural political organizations. In 1897 and 1898, agricultural workers in 
eastern Hungary struck at harvest time and spontaneously seized land on larger estates; the 
authorities responded with martial law, mass arrests, and the so-called “slave law,” which 
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banned strikes and strengthened the employers’ position, even as it provided minimal pro-
tection for agricultural workers.35 Middle-class nationalists, with their emphasis on language 
and national symbols, had few answers for the problems faced by poor villagers living on the 
plains and in the mountains of Bihar/Bihor County.

But the nationalists’ attempts at policing were not without effect. Arguably, such 
efforts made the greatest impression not on poor peasants and craftsmen but on nationalists 
from the “other side.” The case of the BNE is again instructive. In the late 1880s, the BNE at-
tempted to branch out from its base in Nagyvárad/Oradea and create local chapters through-
out the county. Three soon formed in small towns with mixed Hungarian and Romanian 
populations. According to the BNE’s newspaper, the chapter in Bél/Beliu attracted members 
of the local Romanian intelligentsia, who had earlier kept their distance from the BNE but 
now seemed willing to accept its offer of aid for schools and teachers. To the BNE, this was 
nothing less than a “triumph of Hungarian–Romanian brotherhood,” particularly since this 
town was known as a “border fortress of Daco-Romanian ideas.”36 The Romanian-language 
Tribuna responded quickly, denouncing locals for “allowing themselves to be seduced” and 
for joining an organization “diametrically opposed to the goals of the Romanians.” It noted 
that the BNE only supported teachers and schools which visibly demonstrated their commit-
ment to the Hungarian cause and cited the worrisome example of Romanian teachers who 
now used Hungarian to greet their Romanian students in the street. Local Romanians, it 
concluded, should not make this “national sacrifice” (jertfă naţională).37 The BNE’s paper in 
turn denounced Tribuna’s “limitless audacity” and scolded it for stirring up local Romanians. 
But Tribuna had the last laugh, as none of the BNE’s local chapters lasted for very long.

This was typical. Although nationalism was a key ingredient of the political culture 
of prewar Hungary, most nationalist initiatives in the provinces proved remarkably short-
lived. This was certainly true of Bihar/Bihor. By the late 1890s, the BNE had lost momen-
tum, leading one of its members to write bitterly that the BNE “had always scraped along 
under unfavorable circumstances, obtaining only negligible support from the wider public 
and barely counting enough members to secure its existence.”38 The BNE survived into the 
twentieth century, but in a different form: the bulk of its membership (and teachers in par-
ticular) wanted to focus more on pedagogical and professional issues than on the loud but 
often ineffective national agitation of its early years. On the Romanian side, none of the four 
chapters of ASTRA remained active for more than a few years. Official harassment played an 
important role here, as did the obstacles outlined above: the narrow social basis and limited 
resources for nationalist projects, as well as the frequent indifference of villagers.

It would be a mistake to dismiss the nationalists’ efforts entirely. Writing about similar 
events in the Austrian half of the Monarchy, Pieter Judson concluded that “nationalists suc-
ceeded brilliantly in nationalizing perceptions of the rural language frontier by 1914,” even as 
they “largely failed to nationalize its populations.”39 In Bihar/Bihor County, local and state of-
ficials increasingly saw dangers in undertakings formerly judged useful: thus the authorities 
long refused to approve the by-laws of associations formed by local Greek Catholic and East-
ern Orthodox teachers, leaving both societies in limbo for the better part of a decade.40 Over 
the long term, nationalists popularized a set of images in which the Hungarian-Romanian 
borderland appeared as a site of anxiety, conflict, uncertainty, and loss. Such images would 
prove enduring, and they took on new meanings when a state border was drawn through 
the county in 1919. Writing in the 1930s, a Hungarian geographer described the residents of 
his home village (now part of Romania) as “border guards” defending a “marchland” against 
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the surrounding Romanians.41 In the space of just a few decades, nationalists in Bihar/Bihor 
County, as well as in other regions of the Hungarian Kingdom, succeeded in superimposing 
national borderlands onto the historic borders of Hungary. Many locals may not have taken 
notice, but officials, scholars, and mapmakers did.

Border Crossing
This section draws upon a growing body of literature that views borderlands in terms of mix-
ing and hybridity, rather than solely as sites of opposition and othering. In works on diverse 
regions, scholars have shown how exchanges among people far from the centers of power 
have produced accommodations of difference, syncretic cultures, social fluidity, and a blur-
ring of administrative borders.42 In such studies, tensions between the borderlands and the 
center are often more pronounced than among different groups living on the periphery. This 
scholarship has been especially sensitive to everyday practices of ethnicity and nationhood, 
which can reveal the ways in which ordinary people often deflected the arguments of na-
tional activists. To highlight the complexities of the case of Bihar/Bihor County, the follow-
ing section looks at three key areas: language use, cultural practices, and regional loyalties.

Borrowing Words
In studies of Habsburg Austria, bilingualism is often seen as evidence of—or at least a factor 
increasing the likelihood of—national indifference. The situation in late nineteenth-century 
Hungary was different. Bi- and multilingualism were on the rise before 1914, largely because 
of the gains made by the Hungarian language among non-native speakers. This process was 
often politicized, and the advance of Hungarian was loudly debated at home and abroad. 
Crucially, both Hungarian nationalists and their many critics saw bilingualism not as an end 
in itself, but rather as an interim stage between one form of monolingualism (speaking Ro-
manian, Serbian, or Slovak) and another (speaking Hungarian). Patterns of language use and 
change varied greatly across different ethnic and religious groups, as well as across different 
regions, with the result that some social groups (German-speaking Jews in western Hungary, 
for example) were much more likely to learn Hungarian than others (such as Romanian-
speaking Eastern Orthodox in Transylvania). Scholars have also emphasized the role of ur-
banization and social mobility in the acquisition of a second language, thereby downplaying 
the role of nationalist pressures and the Hungarian state. Yet, in itself, bilingualism did not 
pose a direct challenge to nationalism. As historian R. J. W. Evans has written, “functional
polyglossia was in all likelihood still growing” through 1914, but “it lacked more and more 
the ideological commitment in official, establishment, and intellectual circles.”43

Many residents of Bihar/Bihor County knew more than one language. As elsewhere in 
Hungary, bi- and multilingualism was most common in cities and towns. In the county seat, 
for example, nearly 70 percent of the city’s 3,000 Romanian-speakers claimed knowledge of 
Hungarian in the 1900 census. In the countryside, where the bulk of ethnic Romanians lived, 
the figure was 16 percent.44 Unsurprisingly, few Hungarian peasants knew languages other 
than Hungarian. These broad patterns added weight to nationalist claims that Bihar/Bihor 
was divided into Hungarian-speaking and Romanian-speaking halves, with a thin border-
land in between. Such arguments obscured important sociological factors, and most obvi-
ously, the relative isolation of many peasants, who had few incentives or opportunities to 
learn a second language. Nationalist views of language use also sat uneasily with evidence of 



Mapping the Hungarian Borderlands 219

linguistic borrowing. In making the case that Hungarian-speaking peasants spoke a unique 
dialect, the county encyclopedia observed that “many foreign, Romanian- and German-
sounding expressions” had influenced the Hungarian spoken in Bihar/Bihor.45 Similarly, to 
one disapproving Romanian journalist, the residents of the county spoke a Romanian that 
was “ancient and invaluable to philology,” but added that “they do not have in their speech 
the flashes of spirit that peasants in other regions have. . . . The language is mottled with Hun-
garian words.”46 Other writers stressed the diversity of language use, noting that each village 
had its own vocabulary and distinct pronunciation of certain words. Such assertions may tell 
us more about regional pride (or its absence) than about local linguistic practices, yet they 
serve as a further reminder of the inadequacies of nationalist categories.

The interplay of language use, nationalist politics, and local practices can be seen in 
the case of the Greek Catholic Gymnasium in Belényes/Beiuş, a small town in the highlands. 
The Gymnasium’s origins went back to 1828, when the Greek Catholic Bishop Samuil Vul-
can had established a secondary school for local Romanian-speakers. By the late nineteenth 
century, the school had expanded to eight grades and nearly 400 students. In 1888, during 
a visit of the Roman Catholic Bishop, the Hungarian flag was taken down from the roof the 
Gymnasium and thrown into a nearby canal. The event attracted statewide attention, and in 
the ensuing crackdown the responsible student was expelled, three teachers lost their posts, 
and the Education Ministry pressured the school into increasing the number of subjects 
taught in the Hungarian language. As a result, the Gymnasium’s teachers used both Roma-
nian (primarily in the lower grades) and Hungarian (in the upper grades) as languages of 
instruction. The school’s balancing act pleased neither Hungarian nor Romanian national-
ists. To national-minded Hungarians, the fact that many courses were taught in Hungar-
ian was of little consequence: in their eyes, the students and staff of the institution lacked 
patriotism; only Hungarian-language instruction for all classes and all grades could remove 
the stain of suspicion.47 Romanian national leaders were no kinder. Writing in 1892, Aurel 
Popovici denounced the growing use of Hungarian: “Had Bishop Vulcan known that the 
gymnasium dedicated to the education of his people would be transformed into an instru-
ment of denationalization, he would certainly have preferred to throw his money into the 
waters of the Criş!”48

From our perspective, what is most striking is how cautiously the schools’ leaders 
responded in the face of nationalist provocations (the muddied flag) and counterattacks 
(accusations of treason in the Hungarian press). Indeed, the leaders of the school (if not 
all their students) attempted to avoid demonstrating an unambiguous national affiliation 
in the following years. For example, the school’s holidays in the early twentieth century 
commemorated events whose orientations included the broadly secular and “Hungarian” 
(the return of Ferenc Rákóczi’s remains from Turkey to Hungary), the Greek Catholic 
and “Romanian” (the death dates of the schools founder and a recent Greek Catholic 
bishop ), and “Habsburg” (the emperor-king’s birthday and his late wife’s name day). It 
is also worth noting that the student body was far from homogeneous: the vast majority 
of students were Greek Catholic and Eastern Orthodox, yet they also included a surpris-
ing number of Hungarian-speaking Roman Catholics, Calvinists, and Jews (nearly 13 
percent of the total). Clearly, for many local families the promise of social mobility and 
an acceptance of bilingualism trumped nationalist considerations. At a minimum, such 
evidence suggests the complexity of the relationship between nationalism on the one 
hand and religion, education, and language use on the other.
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Mixing Cultures

The example of the Greek Catholic Gymnasium may serve as a warning against drawing a 
firm line between “Hungarian culture” and “Romanian culture.” So too does the example of 
Iosif Vulcan, who edited an influential Romanian-language journal in Nagyvárad/Oradea 
and tirelessly campaigned to create a standing Romanian-language theater in Transylvania. 
Yet Vulcan was also a member of the BNE and had his plays performed in Hungarian in the 
local theater. But for every writer who could, when he chose to, cross cultural boundaries, 
one can find many examples in the sources of cultural divisions among the county’s many 
ethnic and religious groups. The memoirs of Margit Imrik Benda, who grew up in a middle-
class Catholic family, contain the revealing observation that polite society in town “would 
rather have accepted a Jew than a Romanian,” a point driven home with a further anecdote 
about a clumsy Romanian military officer whose spurs tore his partner’s dress.49 Descriptions 
of village culture similarly emphasize the many differences between ethnic Hungarians and 
ethnic Romanians, although they also provide examples of shared cultural practices, such as 
the pilgrimages taken by ethnic Hungarian Roman Catholics and ethnic Romanian Greek 
Catholics to the nearby shrine of Máriapócs/Pociu. The purpose here is not to map the many 
cultural fault lines in Bihar/Bihor, but to examine the wider meanings attached to cases of 
cultural “boundary crossing.”

Local cultural life was defined by obvious asymmetries between Hungarian-language 
and Romanian-language culture. Hungarian was not just the language of power: it was the 
language of the theater, sports, and scholarship. By 1900 the county had more than a doz-
en Hungarian-language journals and newspapers, including several dailies, but only two 
Romanian-language periodicals, both of them weeklies. This imbalance created a dilemma 
for educated Romanians, who had to choose between engaging with the wider Hungarian-
speaking world (which could lead to greater professional success) and ignoring it altogether 
(which had its own costs and benefits). Romanian nationalists strongly advocated the latter 
course. Denouncing the lack of a Romanian public life in Bihar/Bihor County, a newspaper 
wrote that “the educated class prefers Hungarian culture rather than Romanian and prefers 
to speak the Hungarian language instead of the national language.”50 Only an education with 
a stronger national spirit, the paper continued, would bring an end to this “non-Romanian 
politics.” For their part, educated Hungarians had little incentive to pay attention to Roma-
nian-language culture. Few of them knew Romanian, fewer still attempted to familiarize 
themselves with Romanian literature, poetry, and music. Sándor Márki, a university pro-
fessor and author of a Hungarian-language book about Romanian writers in Bihar/Bihor, 
admitted that he had embarked upon his research with an uncertain grasp of the Romanian 
language.51 This did not prevent him from denouncing Romanian claims to primacy or from 
calling the Daco-Romanian idea a “hallucination.” Márki’s survey of Romanian-language 
literature is often condescending: Romanian short stories and novels are dismissed as “weak 
and undeveloped.” The book concludes with the observation that Romanian writers should 
follow the example of local Hungarians and concentrate on just a few genres, instead of try-
ing unsuccessfully to master them all.

Certain individuals nonetheless worked to cross cultural boundaries, and their efforts 
at times produced remarkable local understandings. Perhaps the best-known example is Béla 
Bartók, who collected nearly 700 Romanian folksongs in Bihar/Bihor County in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. Bartók was drawn to the region because of its proximity 
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to his hometown in nearby Békés County and because its highlands were removed from the 
urban culture that corrupted the Romanian “peasant music” he sought to record. Lengthy 
stays brought Bartók into contact with a number of educated Romanians, including several 
teachers at the Greek Catholic Gymnasium. In an extended correspondence with one teacher, 
Ioan Buşiţa, Bartók at one point both essentialized cultural differences and expressed his 
desire to move across the boundaries that separated them. “I wish I knew more Romanian,” 
he stated in an early Hungarian-language letter to Buşiţa. Bartók wrote his next letter in Ro-
manian, and in it he approvingly described a poem of Endre Ady, which, Bartók explained, 
“says that the Hungarians, Romanians, and Slavs in this country should all be united, since 
they are kindred in misery.”52 Bartók’s first scholarly publication was a collection of Roma-
nian folksongs from Bihar/Bihor, in which he identified examples of melodic borrowings 
between Hungarian and Romanian traditions. With Bartók, then, we can see evidence not 
just of an imagined cultural kinship between ethnic Hungarians and ethnic Romanians, but 
a political outlook at odds with more intolerant forms of nationalism in Bihar/Bihor County 
and beyond.

Thinking Regionally
Traditionally, regional diversity in prewar Hungary has been the concern of folklorists, mu-
sicologists, and ethnographers (many of whom, Tamás Hofer has shown, have given pri-
macy to ethnic-national categories and thereby reinforced the view that regional diversity 
is subordinate to national divisions). In contrast, comparatively few Hungarian historians 
have shown interest in the regional dimensions of nineteenth-century political life. One has 
to look hard to find work comparable to that done in recent decades on Imperial Germany, 
Habsburg Austria, and post–World War I Romania, in which regions and provinces appear 
as an organizing principle of political life and civic activity. There are obvious reasons for 
this: after 1867 the government in Budapest systematically undermined the autonomy and 
administrative functions of the counties and provincial cities. The result, historian Károly 
Vörös argued, was widespread apathy and indifference toward local politics. But to end the 
story here, as most scholars do, is to ignore important changes reshaping the political culture 
of the provinces. Counties and cities may have ceded important functions to Budapest, but 
they nonetheless continued to add officials (who were more professional than their prede-
cessors), increase their budgets, and take on additional responsibilities. This was especially 
true of provincial towns, which often owned waterworks, gasworks, distilleries, and savings 
banks. Many Hungarian counties also witnessed an upsurge in local patriotism: county poli-
tics may not have stirred passions, but local history and civic pride apparently did. The result 
was an explosion of provincial museums, statues of local luminaries, associations dedicated 
to regional tourism, and catalogues of native flora and fauna.53

The signs in the provinces thus point in different directions. Even as centralizing, stan-
dardizing decrees emanating from Budapest stripped local political institutions of much of 
their authority, local boosters catalogued, commemorated, and celebrated every aspect of 
their beloved counties. In Bihar/Bihor County, the encyclopedia, museum, and tourist as-
sociations described above typified this local pride, as did repeated declarations that this was 
a region of great ethnic and religious diversity, but one whose residents had always lived in 
peace and rallied together at times of crisis. Typical was the speech of Mayor Károly Rimler 
at the dedication of the new City Hall building in Nagyvárad/Oradea. Outlining the city’s 
history, Rimler emphasized the unity and determination of the city’s multiethnic, multicon-
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fessional population during the 1848–1849 revolution, its common response to natural di-
sasters such as fires and floods, and its luminous future.54 Similar chords were struck in 1896 
by Iosif Goldiş, vicar and head of the Eastern Orthodox community in Bihar/Bihor. In a well-
publicized speech, delivered first in Hungarian and then in Romanian, Goldiş attempted to 
find middle ground between the two camps by invoking their common history (he cited La-
jos Kossuth as well as Andrei Şaguna), common interests, and common enemies (Pan-Slavs 
in particular).55 With their language of civic pride and local fraternity, leaders such as Rimler 
and Goldiş offered a different vision of national belonging, one that emphasized coexistence 
and downplayed conflict.

Declarations of local patriotism thus suggested impatience with the nationalists’ warn-
ings about a threatened borderland. So too did local alternatives to the historic borders of the 
county. Residents often referred to the region as “Bihar/Bihor Land” (Bihar ország in Hungar-
ian, ţeara Bihor in Romanian), a name that was less a description of a specific geographic area 
than a poetic evocation of the region’s storied history, natural beauty, and rural inhabitants—
in short, it conveyed the same sense of local belonging that the German term Heimat did. 
Other options existed as well: both Hungarian and (to a lesser extent) Romanian historians 
emphasized that Bihar/Bihor had once been included in the Partium (or “parts”), a string of 
eastern counties that had changed hands several times in the Ottoman era (indeed, since 1990 
there has been a “Partium Christian University” in Nagyvárad/Oradea). Local Romanians 
also referred to this region as Crişana, after the three branches of the Criş River that flowed 
through the area (the Hungarian equivalent, Körösköz, was less widely used). These different 
symbolic geographies—Bihar/Bihor Land, the Partium, and Crişana—are examples of what 
historian Fridrik Lindström has called “spatial remnant structures,” regions “that were still 
relevant and could be activated politically.”56 That such “remnant structures” did not serve as 
a framework for widespread political mobilization or economic activity points to the tenac-
ity of historic boundaries within the Kingdom of Hungary, as well as to the general absence 
of regionalism from prewar Hungarian political culture (this would soon change: after 1918 
Crişana would take on a new importance in the Romanian Kingdom, just as the Partium has 
for Hungarians after 1989). Yet they matter for our purposes, because in references to Bihar/
Bihor Land, the Partium, and Crişana, one can detect not just local pride, but alternate sym-
bolic geographies to the national borderland described by many contemporaries.

The varied local practices examined here—bilingualism and linguistic exchange, cul-
tural boundary crossing, and regional pride—did not rewrite the rules of Hungarian political 
life. The compromises described here were too confined, improvised, and fleeting to form 
the basis of a sustained challenge to existing political structures and ideologies. Sorin Mitu, 
an incisive observer of Hungarian–Romanian relations in Transylvania, has observed that 
“whatever more or less invented historical traditions of Transylvanian particularism may 
claim, the Romanian and Hungarian residents have, since the beginning of the modern pe-
riod, preferred a separate to a common political existence, and have preferred to be closer to 
Bucharest or to Budapest than to each other.”57 In Bihar/Bihor County in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the local accommodations and varied borrowings described above suggest that there 
was substantial common ground in everyday life between ethnic Hungarians and Roma-
nians. In themselves, however, such practices could not counteract the gravitational pulls of 
Bucharest and Budapest.

Local practices still mattered in at least two ways. First, the residents of regions such 
as Bihar/Bihor County served an important role in defining the “other side.” As historian 
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Peter Thaler has observed, “The border populations understood their neighbor; they learned 
from them, transmitted this knowledge on to other members of their respective cultural 
communities, and thus contributed to a constant flow of information between larger cultural 
spheres.”58 This is not to say that stereotypes and ignorance were absent from the local knowl-
edge that emanated from places like Bihar/Bihor County—the county encyclopedia and Sán-
dor Márki’s survey of Romanian-language writers show this plainly. But other publications 
(such as the pamphlet containing Rimler’s speech) and Bartók’s music presented a different 
image of Romanians to Hungarian audiences, just as the Greek Catholic Gymnasium helped 
create an image of Hungarians for the wider Romanian community.

Second, local practices of bilingualism, cultural borrowing, and regional boosterism 
held the potential to redefine what it meant to call Bihar/Bihor a borderland, creating an ex-
perience of the region defined not by conflict and tension, but by cultural contact and mutual 
recognition. In this telling, Bihar/Bihor is a bridge, not a battle zone. Some residents of Bihar/
Bihor County embraced this alternate meaning of the borderland at key moments during 
the twentieth century, and the bridge metaphor has gained new currency again today with 
the establishment of several Euroregions across Bihar/Bihor. Although regional cooperation 
has a poor track record in Eastern Europe, the larger point here is the continued existence 
of multiple, competing symbolic geographies, even in unexceptional places like the one ex-
amined here.59

Conclusion
The First World War brought Austria-Hungary to an end, and a state border was drawn 
through Bihar/Bihor County in 1919. It is no small irony that the new international bound-
ary had less to do with the linguistic frontier—the central preoccupation of national activ-
ists on both sides for decades—than with railroads: Nagyvárad/Oradea, it happened, was 
located on an important regional railroad line and was thus assigned to Romania. This new 
state border had profound consequences for local residents. Even Béla Bartók turned down 
an invitation from his friend Ioan Buşiţa to collect folk songs in Bihar/Bihor, noting that the 
authorities would not allow him to bring phonographs or notebooks across the border. “No, 
the curtain has been drawn over that work,” wrote Bartók.60 The state border changed sym-
bolic geographies as well. The local writer Géza Tabéry noted in the 1930s that Nagyvárad/
Oradea had become a different kind of border fortress, one now defending the region against 
the West.

Not everything changed with the new border. Both Hungary and Romania, for dif-
ferent purposes, maintained the historic borders of the county. And beneath the stormy 
Hungarian-Romanian relations of the interwar period, patterns of ethnic interaction and ac-
commodation continued. As Tabéry tartly put it, many local Hungarians understood “from 
where the sun now shone” and, as they had much earlier under the Ottomans, oriented 
themselves to the new regime.61 On the Romanian side, local elites looked to the new Roma-
nian state for answers to many of their problems. Its nationalizing policies had broad support 
among educated Romanians in Bihar/Bihor. Yet their broad liberalism and local patriotism 
also countered, at least partly, some policies emanating from Bucharest.

The state borders established after World War I thus have a kinship to the national 
borderlands described in this chapter. In tracing the genealogy of one borderland, this chap-
ter has highlighted the many ways in which nationalist ideology and ethnographic diversity 
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animated local activists, who formed associations, pored over census returns, erected statues, 
and issued warnings to wayward co-nationals. Importantly, such activities took place within 
an imperial framework. Indeed, the tools employed by national activists to create borders—
censuses, maps, history books, and so on—closely resemble those employed by nineteenth-
century European imperial “cores” in their administration of a wide range of “peripheries,” 
including rural hinterlands and overseas colonies. As Benedict Anderson has observed, in 
their repeated classification and categorization of local populations, ostensibly anti-national 
empires helped create a world in which everyone belonged to one—and only one—ethnic, 
racial, and national group.62 The imperial framework mattered for Hungary in a second way 
as well: in the radial administration of power. Alexander Motyl once described an empire 
as a “hubless structure—a rimless wheel—within which a core elite and state dominate pe-
ripheral elites and societies by serving as intermediaries for their significant interactions.”63

This chapter has attempted to show that “peripheral elites” possessed much more agency 
than Motyl’s definition might allow, but his observation that empires lack “rims”—that is, 
meaningful links among peripheral regions—can help us understand the relative weakness 
of regionalism in prewar Hungary and in the states that emerged from it after World War I.

The mobilization around national borderlands met with significant resistance, as the 
chapter has also shown. It was not that locals were unresponsive to political appeals. Many 
of them, in fact, were eager to engage in civic activity and public rituals; they were simply 
unwilling to let their actions be guided solely by nationalist considerations. The result was 
practices that called into question the argument that Bihar/Bihor County was a contested 
borderland and that the lines on a map could—or should—separate local Hungarians from 
local Romanians. This brings us back to the issue raised at the outset of this chapter: the in-
adequacy of many maps of Austria-Hungary, which more often than not, uncritically repro-
duce a nationalist symbolic geography. In recent years, scholars have done much to hammer 
away at the foundations of nationalist myths. They have been much slower to reflect upon 
how their findings should be represented visually. The time may be right, then, for scholars 
and students to think more critically about the maps they use and the messages they convey.
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A Strange Case of Antisemitism
IVAN FR ANKO AND THE JEWISH ISSUE

Yaroslav Hrytsak

In the Ukrainian intellectual tradition, there is no other author who has written as extensive-
ly on the Jewish issue as Ivan Franko (1856–1916). He turned to this issue in various ways: 
in his poetry and prose, as a political leader and a journalist, and through his research in the 
Biblical tradition. The volume and richness of Franko’s production stands in stark contrast to 
the rather modest amount of research devoted to it by scholars.1 This paucity may be partly 
explained by the Soviet tradition of eliminating Jewish topics from public and academic dis-
course. In Soviet Ukraine, this tendency seemed to take a more extreme form than in any 
other Soviet republic.2 In the case of Franko, it led to the passing over in silence of his writ-
ings on the Jewish issue, some of which were considered covert propaganda for Zionism.3

There is yet another difficulty in studying Franko’s attitudes toward Jews, and that is 
the ambivalent and sometimes controversial character of his statements. Indeed, Franko’s 
writings may be read sometimes as philosemitic, sometimes as antisemitic. There has been 
a telling discrepancy between Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian authors: while the former ex-
plored Franko’s positive statements on Jews,4 the latter often speak of him as another Ukrai-
nian antisemite.5 The following paper seeks to analyze these two controversial facets of his 
lore as an expression of an essential controversy within his ideology. In a broader compara-
tive context, the paper addresses the issue of antisemitism and its various historical expres-
sions, using case of Franko as an interesting case study for late nineteenth century Central 
and Eastern Europe.

Setting the Context: A Borderland on the Threshold of Modernity
Franko’s lifetime was distinctive as the period during which there emerged modern move-
ments and ideologies that shaped the whole of twentieth-century European history. At the 
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time he started his career (1870s), there emerged all the possible new words—nihilism, ma-
terialism, socialism, assimilation, antisemitism, decadence, and others—that by the time of 
his death (1916) already dominated the political and intellectual scene of his native Habsburg 
Galicia.6 Franko himself was very instrumental in spreading these modern concepts and 
ideas—to the extent that he was regarded as “an epitome of modernity” by his numerous fol-
lowers and as a “great demoralizer” by his no less numerous foes.7 Like most East European 
intellectuals, he faced, however, a great challenge: how to implement these modern concepts 
that emerged from outside of his region and had little relevance to the local social and cultur-
al circumstances? For one thing, modern ideologies required from their adherents clear-cut 
loyalties and identities. Galicia was, however, a typical borderland marked by wholesale con-
fusion of identities. Until the very final days of Habsburg rule, two major local ethnic groups, 
the Ruthenians and the Jews, were engaged in debates about to which nation they belonged: 
Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, or a separate Ruthenian nation in the first case,8 or German, Pol-
ish, or Jewish in the latter case.9 The third major group, the Roman Catholic Poles, was saved 
from these debates due to the existence of a heavily populated stratum of intellectuals and 
politicians with a strong feeling of their Polish identity. Polish elites strove to establish their 
political dominance in the province. Polish nationalism faced, however, a problem similar to 
the one that confronted both Ukrainian and Jewish nationalisms: how to integrate into the 
single body of a modern nation a largely illiterate and traditional population who were either 
apathetic or sometimes even hostile to nation-building projects.

The Galician situation was hardly unique. It was rather typical for the whole of Eastern 
Europe, where large expanses of space without internal geographical divisions and with a 
diverse population led to contests over the definition of territorial and ethnic boundaries.10

Galicia was distinctive, however, in one sense: the ways in which the local crisis of identities 
might be resolved had a major impact on neighboring Russian provinces that were popu-
lated by the same set of ethnic and religious groups. The importance of Galicia was further 
aggravated by the fact that when the Polish and Ukrainian movements were repressed in the 
Russian empire in the 1860s, they shifted the center of their activity to the Austro-Hungarian 
empire, with its more liberal political regime. Each of them saw the region as their “Pied-
mont,” that is, an embryo of their future national state. Their ambitions were treated as a 
threat of irredentism by the Russian imperial regime. Small wonder that Galicia became a 
major casus belli between the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires during World War I 
and between the newly emergent Polish, Ukrainian, and Soviet regimes in 1918–1920.11

Galicia was a modern society in the making, or, as some economic historians pre-
fer to name it, a “post-traditional society.”12 This point has to be especially emphasized 
to counterbalance the stereotyped image of Galicia as the epitome of a traditional soci-
ety barely touched by modernization13 To be sure, Galicia was an overwhelmingly agrar-
ian province. Truth is, however, that Habsburg rule introduced here a peculiar kind of 
modernization—“modernization through bureaucratization”—in which the main agents 
of change were not entrepreneurs or bankers, but state clerks.14 Among other things, 
Habsburg bureaucrats turned L'viv (Lwów/Lemberg), the administrative capital of Gali-
cia, into a modern metropolis. This Galician capital became one of the few really modern 
cities in Central and Eastern Europe, if judged by the criteria of maximum use of city 
infrastructure for the needs of everyday life and the support of urban culture.15 Due to 
its modern metropolitan character, L'viv had become a major center of a highly modern, 
flourishing urban culture that radiated throughout all of Central Eastern Europe.16
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Since the mid-nineteenth century, the region had been gradually losing its insular 
character as radical modern changes made deep inroads into Galician society. The last feu-
dal restrictions were lifted: the serfdom was abolished (1848), and Jews were finally granted 
equal rights (1867–1868). The first elements of a capitalist economy, such as industry and 
railways, were introduced. Even though Galicia remained a province with a high level of illit-
eracy and a short life expectancy, new demographic and cultural processes—similar to those 
that were underway in Western Europe—slowly but surely transformed the local lifeways.17

Social changes were accompanied by political modernization. A series of international de-
feats in wars with Prussia and Italy pushed the empire toward constitutional experiments. In 
1869, two years after the Compromise with Hungary and the reorganization of the empire 
as the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, Galicia was granted a broad autonomy. Galician 
autonomy and further reforms opened new avenues for public activity and mass politics.

Under the pressure of demographic and economic changes, the Christian (Polish and 
Ruthenian) and Jewish communities started to lose some of their traditional features (such as 
their total dependence on meager natural resources). In order to survive, many migrated to 
neighboring provinces of the Austro-Hungarian, Prussian, and Russian empires; some went 
overseas to North and South America. The most active portion of those who stayed looked 
for ways either to intensify old or to explore new realms of economic activity.

Like Jews everywhere, Galician Jews tended to establish themselves as an exclusively 
commercial class when they entered a country less developed economically. Traditionally, 
they were involved in trade, handicraft, and small industry. The lifting of anti-Jewish restric-
tions allowed them to acquire new social roles; for example, they played an important part 
in the development of the Galician oil industry in Boryslav. And, most significantly, they 
became increasingly visible in the agricultural sector, where they bought lands from impov-
erished landlords and peasants. But there they clashed with emerging Ukrainian and Polish 
peasant cooperatives, which considered agriculture as their legitimate field of activity.18 This 
created new tensions. Each group felt increasingly endangered by the other. On the Christian 
part, there were talks about the gradual disappearance of peasants (and, in the Polish case, 
land aristocracy) as a result of “subversive” Jewish activities. Among Jews, there were fears 
of anti-Jewish violence; especially after the 1881 pogroms occurred in Russian provinces 
relatively nearby.

And above all, there was a feeling of a gradual disintegration of traditional society, with 
its classes and ethnic groups. Socialists and liberals applauded these changes; conservatives 
abhorred them. There was, however, a broad consensus that the current situation was not 
tenable anymore, and political programs had to be brought in line with the new circumstanc-
es. For rival political movements, it was important to respond to changing circumstances in a 
way that might increase their chances to win in the contested region. Under these conditions, 
for the Polish and Ruthenian-Ukrainian parties the Jewish issue was increasingly becoming 
a point of reference without which it was very hard, if impossible, to imagine their own class 
or nation.

It could scarcely be otherwise: with the exception of a few towns that had the medi-
eval privilege de non tolerandis Judaeis, Jews were omnipresent in Galicia. The ratio of Jews 
to non-Jews there was 1:9 compared to 1:26 in the Austro-Hungarian Empire as a whole.19

Throughout his life Franko lived in precisely the localities that had the largest numerical 
presence of Jews. He was born in the Eastern (Ukrainian) part of Galicia, in village of Na-
hujevychi was a few miles away from the county seat of Drohobych/Drohobycz. In the local 
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antisemitic literature, this town was nicknamed “the capital of Galician onion-eaters” (a de-
rogatory term for Jews).20 Here Jews made up over 50 percent of the population. By the time 
he was a successful adult, the 1900 census recorded that the region held three-quarters of all 
Galician Jews. In neighboring Boryslav, a center of the Galician oil industry, their share ex-
ceeded 75 percent.21 In 1875, Franko moved to L'viv, which, until the early 1900s, was the city 
with the largest Jewish population in the Habsburg monarchy (it was then overtaken in this 
respect by Budapest).22 Galician Jews suffered from a bad public image: they were considered 
dirt-poor, barely literate, and arrogant. Ein typischer Galizianer was one of the nastier insults 
that a Western or Central European Jew might direct at an East European Jew.23 The poverty 
of Galician Jews was striking: despite inroads into trade and agriculture, half of them were 
Luftmenschen, people devoid of any stable means of life and who lived on the charity of the 
Jewish community. The bitter irony was that in Eastern Galicia they faced Christian peasants 
who were likewise poor and, most often, even more illiterate. Despite their common poverty, 
Jews and local peasants rarely empathized with each other.

This is attested by, among other things, a rich collection of Galician Ruthenian prov-
erbs that Franko compiled and edited.24 It presented an overabundance of Judeophobic ste-
reotypes: Jews were shown as cowards and imbeciles, deceitful and impure, a source of con-
tagious diseases. Jews were represented as a caste of untouchables, worthy of contempt only. 
But, in the imagination of Ruthenians, this was a caste of untouchables of a peculiar kind, 
since in the social hierarchy they stood above, and not below, the Christians: they exploited 
the latter and brought them to ruin. Jews were presented as absolute “others,” alien and hos-
tile in every possible way. They were not deserving of sympathy in this world and would not 
be saved in the next. By this token, these proverbs specifically condemned those Christians 
who helped or served Jews.25

Franko and his Writings in Dilo and Zerkalo
A large number of these proverbs Franko collected in his own village and vicinity. But it 
seems that he himself was not affected by Judeophobism as a child. As he explained in his 
memoirs, it was because of his mother, Maria Kulczycka, a woman from a petty noble fam-
ily, who taught her children not to believe in stories about Jews.26 Jews were among the best 
friends of his childhood, his classmates in the Drohobych Gymnasium and the L'viv universi-
ties, and among his colleagues when he participated in the Galician socialist movement. Par-
adoxically, during the time of his socialist youth (the 1870s–80s) Franko had more contacts 
with the world of the impoverished Jewish artisans and workers than his colleagues, social-
ists of Jewish origin. Through his numerous contacts with Jews in his childhood and adoles-
cence, he was very well informed on many aspects of Jewish life and had a good command of 
Yiddish. His knowledge was reflected in his numerous stories, novels, and verses on Jewish 
topics. Among these writings was a novel, Boa Constrictor (1878), a story told from the point 
of a view of a Jew—something quite exceptional for non-Jewish East European literature.27

Franko was exceptional in another way: his Judeophilic attitudes stood in contrast 
with the prevailing mood among Galician literati. Franko’s youth was a time when, in the 
words of a Jewish publicist, antisemitism was present “in all walks of life.”28 As a student in 
Drohobych, he witnessed a three-day anti-Jewish pogrom (1863) initiated by students of the 
local Gymnasium.29 He started his literary and political activity in L'viv in milieus that were 
overtly Judeophobic. Leaders of rival trends within the Ruthenian camp shared a common 
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view that in the Ruthenian–Jewish relationship the survival for Ruthenians as a group was at 
stake: Jews were blamed for the impoverishment and demoralization of local peasants and 
for bringing them to the brink of disappearance as a social and national group.30 This mood 
mirrored largely peasant attitudes. Galician Ruthenian peasants were expecting a major war 
that would erase Jews from the face of the earth. They placed their hopes on the “White 
Tsar”—the Russian monarch—who was supposed to come to Galicia to expel all the Polish 
landlords and Jews.31

This mood reached a climax in the aftermath of the Russian pogroms of 1881. There 
were both fears and expectations that something similar might occur in Galicia. Franko re-
corded and translated local Jewish songs that emerged after pogroms. Reflecting his fears, his 
own verses on that subject were full of sympathy toward Jewish victims and condemnation of 
the irrational and senseless character of the pogroms.32 Again, Franko’s attitudes toward this 
issue stood in contrast to the position taken by some socialists (Ruthenian-Ukrainian social-
ists included), who saw in the Russian pogroms a beginning of the great socialist upheaval 
for which they were waiting.33

Franko must be given credit for his distance from these plans. In general, he had many 
chances and occasions to become more antisemitic. He was often harshly criticized for his 
philosemitism—to the extent that some of his critics believed that he was a Jew himself. 
Nonetheless, he was not consistent in his attitude toward Jews. In 1883, he wrote a long ar-
ticle titled “Pytannia zhydivske” (“The Jewish Question”) that was published as an unsigned 
editorial piece in the leading Ukrainian newspaper Dilo. It marks a clear departure from 
everything that Franko wrote before—or for that matter after—to the extent that Pavlo Ku-
driavtsev, a leading expert on the topic of “Franko and Jews,” has refused to believe that this 
piece belongs to Franko at all.34

In “Pytannia zhydivske,” Franko claimed that antisemitism had become a universal 
phenomenon. As such, it could not be relegated to the social or religious realm only. The 
roots of antisemitism, according to him, were deeper and therefore much more dangerous. 
He saw them in the “demoralizing supremacy of Jewish capital and Jewish exploitation” and 
in “Jewish impudence and provocation.” Franko wrote that in many cases it was the Jews who 
were to blame for the eruption of violence: they were provoking pogroms to get direct profits, 
he alleged. As proof, he referred to the fact that perpetrators of pogroms—“simple” Chris-
tian workers and peasants—suffered much more than their victims. While the former were 
caught, shot at by the army and punished, the latter stayed safe and were given compensation 
by Jewish organizations (such as Alliance Israélite) and the state.

Franko suggested a program for averting pogroms in the future. Some of his sugges-
tions were in a tune with his socialist spirit: he recommended workers to create self-reliance 
organizations and cooperatives in order to fight back against the exploitations of the Jewish 
capitalists. But some of Franko’s points sounded strikingly non-socialist. For example, he 
called upon Christian priests to do their best to ensure that “Christians would not serve Jews 
and by that token [not be] alienated from their religion and their folk.”35

The strange case of Franko’s antisemitism did not finish there. The next year (1884), he 
published the poem “The Travels of Schwindeles Parchenblütt from the Village Derychlop 
to America and Back” (“Швинеделеса Пархенблита вандрівка з села Дерихлопа 
до Америки і назад”).36 Here he made maximum use of several Jewish stereotypes—the 
Jew as a leech, parasite, exploiter. This was not a poem of great artistic value, to say the least. 
What is also worth nothing is his emphasis on the solidarity of Jews versus their victims. 
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Jews were exploiting peasants because Talmud permitted them to do so. So exploitation of 
Christians, according to him, was at the core of Jewish identity. Franko implicitly extends 
responsibility for this exploitation to the whole Jewish community.

The poem was published in the Ukrainian satirical magazine Zerkalo (later Nova
Zerkalo). This publication waged a systematic literary war against the “three best friends of 
Ukrainian peasants” (using ironic names for the three alleged worst enemies of the Ukrai-
nian people), as embodied in the symbolic figures of “Us” (the Russophile hierarchy of the 
Greek Catholic Church), the “Patriots” (Polish nobility), and the “Schwindeles Parchenblütt”
(Jews). It is unclear whether Franko invented the latter image himself. But he definitely exer-
cised a certain influence on the editorial politics of Zerkalo: the chief editor Vasyl' Nahirnyj 
was his friend, and he had published extensively there and even came up with ideas for 
some cartoons.37 In any case, Franko’s poem enjoyed enormous popularity—to the extent 
that when the editor advertised for subscriptions for the next year, he referred to new install-
ments of the poem as a “real jewel” awaiting readers.38

Among his works, Franko’s article on the Jewish issue and his poem on Parchenblütt 
can hardly be classified as of marginal importance. Both were published in leading Ukrainian 
periodicals, and had all the formal appearances of important publications: the article was an 
editorial printed on the front page, and the poem was highlighted as a main attraction for 
readers. The question is: does it suffice to identify those two pieces as a programmatic state-
ment of Franko’s antisemitism? Or were they just an accident in his biography?

The Debates in Przegląd Społeczny (1886–1887)
This question can be answered by referring to Franko’s later (1886–1887) writings, when he 
tried to bring his ideas on the Jewish issue into a certain system. An occasion was provided 
by a debate that was held in the L'viv-based journal Przegląd Społeczny. In the stifling intel-
lectual atmosphere of Austrian Galicia of the 1880s, the journal was really an outstanding 
phenomenon. It was a truly international magazine that brought together Polish, Ukrainian, 
Jewish, and Russian authors of leftist trends from both empires.39

In 1886, a young Jewish intellectual by the name of Alfred Nossig published in this 
journal a long essay entitled “An attempt to resolve the Jewish issue” (“Proba rozwiazania 
questiji Zydowskiej”). It was one of the earliest political manifestos of Zionism. The publica-
tion made a splash: for years, Nossig had been a leader of the Polish assimilation movement, 
and now he was declaring that assimilation was not tenable and the only viable solution to 
the Jewish question was Zionism.40 Nossig became a subject of attacks from assimilation-
ists; Franko intervened to support him, and thus drew sharp criticism toward himself. He 
responded to his critics with the article “Semitism and Antisemitism in Galicia” (“Semityzm 
i antysemityzm w Galicji”) published in Przegląd Społeczny (1887). This essay could be con-
sidered as programmatic: in many ways, his later writings would mostly continue to repeat 
and elaborate on the points that he made here.

Much of what Franko said during this discussion was a reiteration and support of 
Nossig’s statements. Both stated explicitly that the Jewish Question was neither a racial nor 
a religious issue: for them, it was a national issue. Jews were supposed to be recognized as 
a separate nation with all the necessary cultural and political implications. Above all, Jews 
were entitled to make their own decisions as to their future and were expected to recognize 
the same rights for other nondominant ethnic groups, such as Ukrainains in Galicia. This 
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was quite an original idea whose importance could hardly be underestimated. According to 
the Habsburg legislature, Jews were considered to be a religious group, not a nation, and this 
view also prevailed among local politicians and intellectuals. So by their recognition of Jews 
as a nation, both Nossig and Franko made quite a revolutionary statement.

Nor did either writer stop there. They went on by formulating their vision of how the 
Jewish issue was to be solved. Their solution suggested two major options for Galician Jews: 
1) a voluntary assimilation into the local non-Jewish population; 2) for those who were not 
willing to assimilate, emigration to a land where they could live as an independent nation. 
For those Jews who would not be willing to accept either of these solutions, Franko suggested 
a third option: to remain in Galicia, but with the legal status of “aliens” (deprived of certain 
political and civic rights).

Intellectual historians have been intrigued by the second point of Franko’s program: 
the emigration of Jews to a land where they could live as an independent nation, seeing 
here the embryo of Zionism.41 They have generally ignored, however, the fact that it was 
not Franko’s own original idea; rather, Franko reiterated the concept already articulated by 
Nossig and Przegląd Społeczny. It seems that, for Franko at that time, the Zionist option was 
actually of marginal importance—most likely because he did not believe in the plausibility of 
its implementation. On one occasion, he referred Zionism as the “most dangerous” political 
trend among Galician Jews and mocked their ideal as “childish dreams.”42 Franko’s personal 
contribution—as distinct from Nossig’s—was the idea of granting some Jews the legal status 
of “aliens.” But then again, he was not completely original in that: such a solution was widely 
discussed by Jewish newspapers in the Russian empire in the wake of the 1881 pogrom. 
Franko explicitly referred to these discussions in laying out his “alien” option.

The true originality in Franko’s approach is found in his understanding of assimila-
tion. He does not see it as “baptization and consumption of pork.” Quite to the contrary, 
Franko stood for a preservation of the Jewish religious rite and was against the conver-
sion of Jews into Christians.43 He also opposed the pattern of assimilation suggested by 
Moses Mendelssohn,44 that is, assimilation into the “high culture” of the countries where 
Jews lived, but without denial of Judaism. He feared that the Mendelssohn formula might 
alienate the Jewish intelligentsia from the poor classes—both their own and those of other 
nondominant ethnic groups—which made up a bulk of the population in the borderland 
provinces of the Austrian and Russian empires. He envisioned assimilation as granting Jews 
all political rights, but on the condition of Jewish “solidarity with [working] people’s ideals 
and working towards their implementation.”45 This conditional understanding of assimila-
tion turned Franko’s proposal into a social utopia: for most of the Jews, solidarity and as-
similation with “working people” (i.e., local peasants) was out of the question. It also eroded 
the very concept of assimilation to the extent that, as an analyst noted, “there was nothing 
left of it.”46 Even though Franko placed assimilation “in first place in our Jewish politics,”47

he made it practically impossible.
There were further problems with the translation of Franko’s preferred program into 

a language of pragmatic solutions. He stated that the political emancipation of Jews must be 
accompanied by the economic emancipation of Gentiles. There had been a certain asym-
metry in Jewish–Gentile relations—while Jews were denied rights in the political realm, they 
dominated in economics, holding control over 60 percent of the industry and 90 percent of 
the trade in Galicia. Therefore, not only did Jews require legal protection, but Gentiles had 
to be defended, too.
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Following this line, Franko argued for certain anti-Jewish restrictions. First, he de-
manded that Jews be legally stripped of their right to buy land. According to him, by ac-
quiring lands, Jews were aggravating a severe land hunger that had already been plaguing 
Ukraianian and Polish peasants. He also believed that Jews could not handle agricultural 
households efficiently and that they did not possess adequate skills in farming. Secondly, 
Franko proposed introducing a law that would prohibit rabbis from excommunicating any 
Jew from the Jewish community. He was inclined to think that rabbis were abusing this right 
in order to support economic exploitation under the disguise of confessional solidarity. On 
this point he was supporting a program proposed by Galician Polish liberal Teofil Meruno-
wicz. He believed, however, that such changes in law had to be initiated not by Gentiles, but 
by those educated Jews who sought to get equal rights.

Franko’s views of the Jewish issue were full of ambivalence and contradictions. On the 
one hand, he suggested granting Jews large-scale political rights to the extent of recognizing 
them as a separate nation; on the other, he was willing to impose on them certain restric-
tions. No wonder the latter part was read as antisemitism. Dr. Karl Lippe, a Zionist from Ro-
mania, went so far as to name Franko’s program one of numerous “manifestations of mental 
disease” (that is antisemitism) that were plaguing Europe in the 1880s.48

To be sure, to call Franko an antisemite was not doing him full justice: it implied ignor-
ing his positive program and his usually sympathetic attitudes toward Jews. In contrast to the 
1883 article and poem, his publications in Przegląd Społeczny did not exploit overt antise-
mitic stereotypes. All of the three publications contained, however, one common topic that 
could be read, at least implicitly, as antisemitic. This was a statement on the inner solidarity 
of Jews vis-à-vis Gentiles. Franko believed that Jewish solidarity was a major source of Jewish 
domination in certain sectors of the Galician economy.

A Comparative Context: The Case of France
Antisemitism, like any other “ism,” is a very broad phenomenon that eludes a clear-cut defi-
nition.49 There is no consensus over whether all Judeophobic violence can be defined as anti-
semitism, and whether and to what extent nineteenth-century antisemitism is ontologically 
connected with the ugliest and most criminal forms of it in the twentieth century.50 Some 
antisemitic statements of Franko’s seem to fall into the category of so-called “progressive 
antisemitism.” This is a brand that seeks to instrumentalize the Jewish issue for revolutionary 
moods and actions. In contradiction to “conservative” antisemitism, the “progressive” form 
opposes chauvinism and racism, and also stands against any attempts to use antisemitism 
for the defense and legitimization of anciens régimes. Even though such a classification of 
antisemitism implies a clear-cut division between “progressive” and “reactionary” types, in 
the political history of East-Central Europe there are not that many cases when public figures 
had positioned themselves only in one or another way. There was, however, a minimum pro-
gram that no progressive antisemite would ever violate under any circumstances: support of 
Jewish assimilation combined with programmatic resistance to any “reactionary” (conserva-
tive, Christian, right-wing) antisemitism.51

Franko’s antisemitism arose from his experience in the socialist movement. Beginning 
in the late 1870s and early 1880s, he was actively involved in the creation of an international 
(Ukrainian/Polish/Jewish) socialist party (“commune”) in Galicia. It was supposed to unite 
peasants, artisans, and members of the intelligentsia regardless of their ethnic origin. He and 



236 Yaroslav Hrytsak

his colleagues succeeded in establishing the editorial boards of the socialist newspaper Praca
and, later, Przegląd Społeczny, as prototypes of such a commune. But, on the level of mass 
politics, their attempts proved to be a major failure. To a certain extent, this was because of 
the repression and harassment by local authorities of the socialist movement and its leaders 
(Franko himself was jailed in 1877–1878 and again in 1880). Harassment and repression 
could not, however, disguise the basic fact that Galician socialists were not able to find larger 
support among the “toiling masses” whom they sought to represent. Especially depressing 
for them was the behavior of the Jewish poor, whom they considered to be their “proletariat.” 
In Franko’s understanding, it was a strange kind of a proletariat: even though it was often 
starving, it still looked for means of survival through the exploitation of “alien elements.”52

There is a striking similarity between the image of Jews in Ruthenian folklore and the 
one that was provided by Franko and Nossig. Both believed that “on average, a Jewish type 
is stronger in the struggle for survival, but morally stands lower than a non-Jewish type; he 
displays more flexibility and endurance, but also more arrogance, ambition and unscrupu-
lousness.”53 Stripped of antisemitic overtones, this image reflects a certain type of social real-
ity that cannot be adequately understood only as something exclusive to Galician Jews and 
their relations with local gentiles. A broader treatment was suggested by Aleksander Hertz in 
his The Jews in Polish Culture. As a Polish social scientist of Jewish origin who emigrated to 
the U.S., he managed to combine several cultural perspectives. A comparison of the Jewish 
community of Central Eastern Europe with African American communities helped him to 
introduce the sociological concept of a caste. This concept, he argued, was central for under-
standing relations between Jews and non-Jews. Jews made up a caste, that is, a closed group 
with a number of strict rules which, among other things, imposed a certain solidarity, and 
which were very hard, if impossible, for any individual to break. These rules persisted even 
when class distinctions began to be more pronounced. The Jewish community functioned as 
a caste, not a national group in the modern sense of the world, until the end of the nineteenth 
century, and in some regions until World War II.54

Following the Hertz interpretation, one can identify a source of Franko’s caustic re-
marks on Jews. He and his fellow socialists believed in an overwhelming social progress that 
was about to bring radical changes. Jews, as well as other traditional groups, were to under-
go rapid transformation. They were supposed to evolve into “modern” classes and nations. 
When this did not happen, Franko blamed not his utopian beliefs, but certain social strata for 
resisting progress: authorities, aristocracy, priests, rabbis—and last but not least, the Jewish 
proletariat, who failed to exhibit class solidarity with the poor of other nationalities.55 Franko 
defended poor Jews against any kind of oppression, but he blamed the whole Jewish com-
munity, the paupers included, for their collective solidarity in exploiting Ukrainian peasants 
rather than joining forces with them.

It took him a long time to reconsider the critically socialist ideals of his youth. His 
long and complicated ideological evolution can be presented as one from socialism to na-
tionalism. The climax of that evolution was an acceptance, after long hesitations and inner 
struggle, of an ideal of an independent Ukrainian state, which he had originally opposed as a 
right-wing invention.56 It may be expected that along with this evolution, Franko’s antisemi-
tism should increase, not decrease. This did not happen. Quite to the contrary: among the 
works that he produced during this stage of his thought, like those written in the years of his 
youth , one can hardly find any antisemitic statements. Moreover, there are strong reasons to 
believe that his evolution occurred under the influence of Zionism. A telling illustration was 
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his enthusiastic reaction to Theoder Herzl’s Judenstaat in a review that he wrote immediately 
after the book had been published.57

Franko’s case particularly, and the Galician Ukrainian case in general, seems to defy 
a conclusion by Peter Pulzer in his comparative study of political antisemitism that “it was 
stronger among ‘unhistorical’ nations than among ‘historical’ ones.”58 This is more in tune 
with his other observation that antisemitism was weaker in ethnically “mixed” regions, where 
the need for allies counterbalanced the sharper tempers and greater mutual suspicions.59 This 
observation, however, has to be adjusted: besides pragmatic calculations of “counterbalanc-
ing,” there were ideological considerations that could hardly be ignored.

For a comprehensive evaluation of Franko’s views, it makes sense to compare them 
with the attitudes of other Central European intellectuals toward the Jewish issue, especially 
those whom he personally knew, corresponded or exchanged ideas with, and so on. I will 
choose three examples: Viktor Adler, leader of the Austrian social-democrat party; Eliza 
Orzeszko, Polish poetess; and Czech President Tomáš G. Masaryk. Each of them, in a way, 
relates to a part of Franko’s versatile personality: Viktor Adler as a socialist, Eliza Orzeszko as 
a writer, Tomáš G. Masaryk as an ideologue on the “nonstate” nation.

Viktor Adler was Jewish by origin, and his marriage was held according to Ortho-
dox Jewish ritual. His three children were, however, baptized. On this occasion, Adler used 
to quote Heinrich Heine that “[d]er Taufzettel ist das Entréebillet zur europäischen Kultur”
(“Baptism is an entry ticket to European culture”). Like many other Jews of their generation, 
he and his wife Emma fell under the spell of socialism while it promised emancipation not 
only of the proletariat, but specifically of Jews as well. Jewish leftist intellectuals saw them-
selves as leaders of the exodus of their compatriots from traditional society into a modern 
world. In Viktor Adler’s case, this implied national and religious assimilation. His socialist 
views were accompanied by a racist antisemitic mood, which he openly revealed—to a great 
dismay of his wife—in private conversations in a circle of his closest friends.60

Eliza Orzeszko was, in a sense, Franko’s alter ego: she was the first Polish writer who 
treated the Jewish issue systematically. She saw some similarities in the historical fate of 
Poles and Jews. As in the Franko’s case, her works are full of very sympathetic descriptions 
of Jews and Jewish life (the similarity was accentuated by the fact that both displayed a very 
strong moralistic and didactic tone). Orzeszko consistently condemned antisemitism—an 
act that required courage, given the rampant antisemitic mood among Polish intellectu-
als (exemplified in Bolesław Prus’s Lalka (Doll, 1890) or Władysław Reymont Promised 
Land [1897–1898]). Like young Franko, she denied the practical value of Zionism, and 
considered assimilation to be the most efficient way to release tensions between Jews and 
non-Jews. The similarity of their views was further illustrated by the fact that she—unlike 
Adler—was against religious conversion of Jews to Christianity. A major difference was 
that she understood assimilation as the integration of Jews into the Polish nation only. She 
denied their right to be a separate modern nation while they did not possess their own 
modern national language.61

And finally: Tomáš G. Masaryk was born in a village where, like Franko, he heard and 
learned a lot of anti-Jewish stories. He could not overcome some of the Judeophobic bias and 
superstitions that he inherited during his early years. His intellectual magnitude could be mea-
sured by the fact that, despite these biases, he combated antisemitism. In 1900, he raised his voice 
in defense of a Jew accused of a ritual murder and wrote a book to that effect—and was ostra-
cized, as a result, by his colleagues, professors, and students at the Czech university in Prague.62
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A comparison with Adler and Orzeszko helps to identify the position of Franko within 
the trend of “progressive antisemitism.” Two moments make his views distinctive: the first 
is opposition (in contrast to Adler) of Jewish assimilation in a national or religious sense; 
the second is recognition (in contrast to Orzeszko) of Jews as a separate nation. An analogy 
with Masaryk suggests another perspective: both were raised and acted in milieux where 
it was much easier to become an antisemite than a philosemite. Like Masaryk, Franko was 
criticized by his compatriots for his sympathy toward Jews.63 The fact that Franko wrote a 
pamphlet that explained to rank-and-file members of Ruthenian-Ukrainian Radical Party—
a party of which he was the leader—his attitude toward Jews makes us think that even his 
closest milieu of Ukrainian socialists was not immune to the antisemitic mood.64

Conclusion
The case of Ivan Franko serves as an illustration of the fact that the various manifestations 
of antisemitism in the nineteenth century cannot be that easily classified and generalized. 
It seems to undermine the views of those historians who draw a direct line between the 
antisemitism of 1870–1914 and the antisemitic manifestations after 1914, especially in the 
1930–40s.65 From the perspective of studies on Franko, a much more productive approach 
for an evaluation of antisemitism was suggested Peter Gay. In a series of essays on German 
antisemitism of the nineteenth century, Gay criticized the image of German history “as a 
prologue to Hitler.” He stated, “Nineteenth-century German antisemitism, however unpalat-
able even at the time, however pregnant with terrifying future, was different in kind from the 
twentieth-century variety. . . . It was a culture in which clusters of ideas we would regard as 
grossly contradictory co-existed without strain in the same person.”66

Franko’s attitudes toward Jews were very ambivalent. But so were his attitudes toward 
Marxists, feminists, peasants, priests, and, for that matter, Ukrainian nationalists. This is nei-
ther to excuse nor to eulogize him. It is just to call attention to the fact that there was more in 
his attitudes toward Jews than antisemitism. To discredit any nineteenth-century intellectual 
on the basis of his or her antisemitism is an approach that smacks of teleology. The victims of 
this misplaced historical hindsight might include Marx, Dostoyevsky, and Freud, to mention 
the most famous historical figures only.

The nineteenth-century antisemitism seemed to be universal phenomenon, and even 
the most “enlightened” intellectuals were not immune to it.67 In this sense, the case of Franko 
is hardly unique. Therefore it is not enough to state that Franko was an antisemite—it is 
no less important to explore what he did with his antisemitism. Did he make it the core of 
his intellectual and political activity? The analysis of this chapter demonstrates that in fact 
Franko juggled various attitudes, and in his body of work as a whole the most antisemitic of 
them were marginalized.
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Nation State, Ethnic Conflict, 
and Refugees in Lithuania
1939–1940

Tomas Balkelis

Introduction
Hitler’s attack on Poland in September 1939 following the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact de-
stroyed the last illusions of peace and stability in Europe. The rapid two-pronged destruction 
of the Polish state by the Nazi and Soviet armies precipitated a humanitarian crisis which 
spilled over into neighboring East European states. Hundreds of thousands of Polish civil-
ians, government officials, and military fled the path of the invading armies into neighboring 
Slovakia, Romania, Hungary, and Lithuania in the hope of finding a safe haven. The first 
weeks of the war thereby rendered them homeless refugees.

This chapter explores the refugee crisis in eastern Lithuania, where around 27,000 
refugees from Poland sought sanctuary.1 For the small and truncated Lithuanian state—in 
March 1939 Germany had annexed the region of Klaipėda (Memel)—the influx of so many 
refugees presented a considerable challenge.2 The government in Kaunas faced a humanitar-
ian crisis because these refugees had to be fed and accommodated. It had to deal simultane-
ously with international pressure from the Polish government-in-exile and its Western allies, 
and from Germany. While the allies demanded full protection for the refugees, Germany 
wanted to curb all anti-German political and military activities among the Polish population 
in Lithuania.3

Having emerged as an independent state from the mayhem of World War I, Lithuania 
had inherited an ethnically mixed population. During the interwar years its two largest eth-
nic minorities, Jews and Poles, officially had been protected by the minority protection re-
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gime imposed by Versailles. Yet by the mid-1920s their minority rights were being seriously 
eroded by the country’s swing toward right-wing politics and the growing competition be-
tween ethnic Lithuanian and Jewish economic interests.4 Meanwhile, the relations with Poles 
remained poisoned by the conflict with Poland, a hostility derived from the military coup led 
by Lucjan Żeligowski in October 1920 and Poland’s occupation of Vilnius. Lithuania never 
recognized this annexation, which damaged relations between the two states throughout the 
interwar years.

Lithuanians based their claims to Vilnius on its role as the historical capital of the 
medieval Grand Duchy of Lithuania, whereas Poland staked its claim on the grounds that 
the city and surrounding area were predominantly ethnically Polish. The two states failed 
to develop diplomatic relations, attempts to settle the Vilnius dispute internationally having 
come to nothing.5 Throughout the interwar and early war years, the Vilnius region, tradi-
tionally a multiconfessional and multiethnic area, thus, remained a borderland of encounter 
where competing political interests clashed with each other (see chapter 4). Needless to say, 
these conflicts had a destabilizing effect on the states involved and forms of coexistence in 
the region.

After the Soviet-backed transfer of the Vilnius region from Poland to Lithuania in 
October 1939, the Lithuanian government attempted to integrate the region politically, eco-
nomically, and culturally. This was marked by a sustained campaign of Lithuanization, re-
quested by many members of the Lithuanian public. The Lithuanian government attempted 
to steer a course through this volatile domestic and international situation. However, the 
unpopular authoritarian regime, seriously weakened by the Polish ultimatum of March 1938 
and the loss of Klaipėda in March 1939, was able to produce only a series of short-lived 
governments. The government attempted to regain its popularity by claiming the return of 
Vilnius as a diplomatic victory, but the refugee crisis contributed to further destabilizing 
the political scene. Lithuania embarked on contradictory policies that ranged from attempts 
to assist the refugees by involving international relief agencies to measures to control their 
movement. Refugees were enumerated, classified, controlled, isolated, forcibly employed, re-
settled, or even jailed. In other words, compulsory “rooting” and “sifting” of the population 
went hand-in-hand with relief efforts. In practice, as we shall see, the relief measures also 
served to achieve the state’s political objectives.

Yet the refugee crisis provided the backdrop to a new critical development in the re-
gion, which is another focus of this chapter. For those Polish citizens who fled into Lithu-
ania the onset of war entailed physical displacement. For the many thousand Poles who 
lived in the Vilnius region and found rather that borders had shifted, the onset of war 
brought about their political disenfranchisement. In March 1940, Lithuania denied citi-
zenship rights to around 83,000 Poles who had settled in the Vilnius region between 1920 
and 1939. This group of people became officially labeled as “newcomers” (Lithuanian: 
ateiviai). From now on their status was made similar to that of the war refugees. Not sur-
prisingly, the political loyalties of local Poles were significantly affected by this decision, 
which swelled the number of the displaced to more than 100,000, created serious unrest 
among them and produced a negative reaction from the Polish government-in-exile and 
its Western allies.6 Since almost every fourth person in the Vilnius region now could be 
regarded as a refugee, the situation spelled a long-term predicament.7 The crisis only ex-
acerbated the existing tensions between Poles and Lithuanians. Ultimately it provided the 
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backdrop to the expulsion of more than 196,000 Poles from Soviet Lithuania to Poland in 
1945–1946.8

The Birth and Scale of the Refugee Crisis
Polish war refugees found their way into Lithuania as early as the first week of September 
1939. The first refugees, mostly well-to-do members of the Polish community, arrived from 
Gdańsk and received warm support and help from Polish residents of Vilnius who saw 
them as the first “heroic victims” of the local Nazi takeover.9 By mid-September Lithu-
anian border guards reported that Polish army units had begun crossing into Lithuania, 
where they were immediately disarmed and interned. In total, Lithuania received about 
9,500 Polish military personnel. They were placed in six special camps administered by the 
Lithuanian army.10

The largest wave of refugees, mostly civilians with their families and small children, 
poured into Vilnius in the last days of September. They were destitute and hungry people 
who had been on the march for more than two weeks from western Poland. Their arrival 
changed the face of the city: as one contemporary noted, “the prices of property shot up, 
while scores of the people slept on the street.”11 The local population was shocked by their ap-
pearance and mood; the refugees’ sense of panic finally destroyed their hopes that the Polish 
army could withstand the invaders. As a result, the refugees were received coldly. Their num-
bers induced what one contemporary described as the “warsawization” of the city: “Vilnius 
started to ‘warsawize,’ and city cafés became totally ‘warsawized.’”12

By early December there were about 18,000 registered war refugees in Vilnius, among 
them 7,700 Poles, 6,860 Jews, and 3,700 Lithuanians.13 Adult men formed the highest per-
centage. But these numbers underestimated the real total. An early attempt by the Lithuanian 
government to count the refugees revealed that “the majority of the registered are only those 
who are in need of relief. Those who can support themselves avoid the registration, since they 
are afraid that the registration lists could end up in the hands of the Soviets.”14

From the perspective of refugees and local Poles alike, the destruction of Poland and 
the subsequent transfer of the Vilnius region by the Soviets to Lithuania on 10 October 1939 
were not permanent developments but rather a temporary outcome of the war that would 
be rectified by the Allies in due course. Certainly the refugees (as well as most local Poles) 
did not welcome the Lithuanian army that marched into the city in full military gear and 
with great pomp on 28 October.15 In the minds of the refugees, Vilnius still remained a little 
unoccupied island of Poland.16 Local people looked upon the symbols of Lithuanian power 
as unfamiliar and regarded as alien the Lithuanian language that was spoken by a minority 
of the city’s population.17

The final official count of refugees in February 1940 gave a total of around 27,000 
registered refugees. Among them there were 12,000 Poles and Belorussians, 11,000 Jews, 
and 3,700 Lithuanians.18 In all likelihood the total number exceeded 30,000, because some 
refugees still refused to register. Most Lithuanian refugees were farmers, while Jews were 
largely merchants, artisans, and professionals. The Poles were reportedly “for the most part 
former government officials with their family members, while some were public figures and 
people of free professions.”19 The steady growth of the registered refugee population reflected 
government efforts to control refugees. Those who failed to register before the deadline of 20 
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January 1940 faced imprisonment for up to six months. The increasing numbers also implied 
a worsening of the refugees’ material condition: only those registered could expect any help.20

Relief as a State Strategy?
After their abrupt arrival, refugees found themselves in a humanitarian crisis. With a pre-
war population (in 1937) of about 210,000, Vilnius could not absorb the intake of 30,000 
refugees, given the disruption of the local economy.21 Although well-to-do refugees might 
survive on their savings, the majority faced serious deprivation because of the depreciation 
of the currency. Around 12,000 refugees depended totally on assistance of one form or an-
other.22 In November 1939, a representative of the American Joint Distribution Committee 
(JDC) noted that half of the 12,000 Jewish refugees were being fed in kitchens operated by 
various Jewish relief organizations.23 The refugees were also in dire need of winter clothing. 
“Today one can practically identify the refugees in Vilna by the fact that they wear raincoats,” 
he noted. He concluded that the local relief agencies would not be able to support the refu-
gees without external funds.

At first the relief effort took on an informal and largely decentralized character. The 
Soviet Military Council of the Vilnius Region attempted to house the first group of refu-
gees in September, while local Jewish, Polish, and Lithuanian organizations tried to provide 
emergency aid for their ethnic compatriots. The most efficient and largest of these organiza-
tions was the left-wing Polish Komitet Pomocy Uchodźców (Committee for Aid to Refugees), 
which had about 60 employees and was led by a well-respected lawyer named I. Zagórski.24

This was the only relief agency that took care of all refugees regardless of their ethnicity 
and included representatives of all the city’s major ethnic groups. In addition, several large 
international relief agencies, notably the International Red Cross, the JDC, and the Hoover 
Committee sent representatives to Vilnius. They began negotiations with the Lithuanian 
government.25

The Lithuanian government did not expect a humanitarian crisis on such a scale. Its 
main priority was to carry out a rapid administrative and economic integration of the region. 
This was evident in the decision to move some government offices into Vilnius as early as 
October and November 1939 and in the establishment of local branches of Maistas and Pieno 
Centras, the largest state food-processing companies, whose task was to ensure a steady sup-
ply of food for the local residents.26 Having seen the lengthy queues in front of the shops in 
Vilnius, the government introduced food rationing.27

Notwithstanding the economic hardships which did little to ensure its popularity, the 
Lithuanian government tried to gain the political loyalty of the local population during the 
first two months of its rule in Vilnius. Many Jews and Belorussians viewed the appearance 
of Lithuanian troops in the city as a welcome relief from the rigid policies pursued by the 
Soviets in late September–early October 1939. During the All Souls Day celebrations on 1 
November, Lithuanian troops even placed a guard of honor at the tomb of Jósef Piłsudski. 
According to one Polish observer, this gesture was intended “to win over Polish society.”28

The serious challenge posed by the refugee crisis was reflected in the creation of a 
Department of War Refugees in the Ministry of the Interior.29 In the middle of December 
the Lithuanian Foreign Ministry urged the government to assume full control of the relief 
work as “a pressing matter.”30 Against this background the government welcomed the offer 
made by the International Red Cross, JDC, and Hoover Committee to provide altogether 
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about $100,000 per month, on condition that Lithuania add $50,000 from its own funds for 
the relief of refugees.

What motives led the government to accept this offer of international aid? According 
to one official report, “the government does not regard the proposal as a matter of funding 
refugee relief, but as a very useful economic deal, which might be compared to an export 
premium. Even the possibility of obtaining 7.2 million litai in hard currency annually would 
be of great significance for our economy.”31 Furthermore, Lithuania’s acceptance of the deal 
“would be politically advantageous for our international prestige and reputation.” Besides 
humanitarian reasons, then, economic and political considerations were seen as significant.

The international credibility of Lithuania was soon put to a test when the existence of 
concentration camps for refugees came to light. The Lithuanian Refugee Law of 9 December 
1939 envisaged these camps as a means of controlling “refugees who are a danger to public 
order.”32 The camps, such as that in Žagarė, became an embarrassment for the government.33

British radio reported that “Lithuania is preparing to force all its Polish refugees into con-
centration camps,” a view that the government found disturbing.34 In April 1940 the Pol-
ish government-in-exile concluded that the Polish population in the Vilnius region faced 
a “tragic” situation. Max Huber, the secretary of the International Red Cross, even accused 
Lithuania of conducting a “policy of terror against its refugees.”35

The Lithuanian Red Cross expressed its concern about the one-sided publications in 
the local press, which devoted more attention to punitive aspects of the Refugee Law than to 
the government’s relief efforts.36 It urged the government to bring into line those who advo-
cated giving support exclusively to Lithuanian refugees and advised that “building refugee 
concentration camps should be halted for the time being.”37 The government responded to 
these suggestions by curbing anti-Polish propaganda in the press and by relabeling the camps 
as “forced labor camps.”38 This shift in policy came as a result of accepting international assis-
tance and agreeing to an increased monthly contribution of $75,000 to the relief of refugees.39

By July 1940 the Lithuanian Red Cross, which in January became the central relief 
institution administering the war refugees, received 8 million litai ($1,360,000) in total, of 
which the American JDC contributed around 3 million, the Hoover Committee 800,000, 
and various British agencies 1.2 million litai. The Lithuanian government provided over 2.5 
million litai for the relief effort.40

Thus, economic and international political considerations prompted the Lithuanian 
government to permit external participation in the relief of Polish refugees. The interna-
tionalization of the relief effort earned Lithuania some international credibility, though it 
was short-lived. It confirmed Lithuania’s neutrality and helped maintain an uneasy balance 
between its aggressive neighbors and Poland’s allies in the West.

The Deepening Crisis: Newcomers
For the Lithuanian political elite the refugee crisis constituted one element of a much broader 
project. Throughout the interwar years Lithuanian politics and international relations had 
been shaped and permeated by the threat from Poland. On the diplomatic level, the Lithu-
anian attitude was expressed by the refusal to accept Poland’s occupation of Vilnius. At a lo-
cal level, it found expression in the struggle against the attempted Polonization of Lithuania. 
Accordingly, efforts were made to curb Polish cultural and linguistic influences throughout 
Lithuania and also to destroy the social basis for Polish influence.41 Not surprisingly, the for-
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tunes of successive governments between the wars depended on how far they could mobilize 
public opinion against the Polish cause. The public campaign to regain Vilnius became a 
cornerstone of interwar policy; typically it found expression in the popular slogan, “Mes be 
Vilniaus nenurimsim!” (“We will not rest until Vilnius is ours!”)

There was thus little doubt that the government would attempt to integrate the Vilnius 
region into Lithuania. In terms of the refugee issue, this meant making a clear distinction 
between potentially loyal citizens on the one hand and those who could not be integrated 
on the other. Only people deemed to be loyal nationals would be accepted as full citizens. 
Having arrived in Vilnius in November 1939, the chief representative of the Lithuanian gov-
ernment noted that: “We inherited a very difficult legacy. Here, in Vilnius, there is a mixture 
of everything: demoralized soldiers of the former Polish army, partisans, freed criminals, 
various refugees from everywhere without any future, adventurers, foreign agents . . .”42 An 
editorial in the government daily Lietuvos žinios (Lithuanian News) offered a similar assess-
ment and proposed a program of action:

Eventually we need to clarify who is a local resident and who is a stranger. We have to treat 
differently the locals whose biographies will need to be checked by the state and the newcom-
ers, namely the war refugees, imported from the Polish interior. . . . The people of this kind 
have to be . . . isolated from local life . . . because they are a foreign element that might be 
very dangerous.43

The public campaign went hand-in-hand with the rapid Lithuanization of Vilnius. Lithua-
nian became the sole official language. Polish social and educational institutions were closed 
down, including Stepan Bator University, where several hundred Polish professors and staff 
lost their jobs. Polish street and shop signs were removed and property requisitioned by 
the Lithuanian government.44 The municipal police force was disbanded and Polish officials 
were replaced by ethnic Lithuanians. Particularly at risk were former Polish officials who had 
settled in Vilnius following Żeligowski’s coup in October 1920. They became a new target of 
the Lithuanian press exhilarated by the takeover of Vilnius. As Lietuvos Žinios wrote, “it is 
not only refugees who create a difficult problem. Vilnius has so many so-called newcomers, 
who, according to Lithuanian law, are foreigners.”45

It did not take long for the government to impose restrictions on Poles who had settled 
in the Vilnius region between 1920 and 1939. Officially these settlers were now described as 
ateiviai or “newcomers.” The law of 20 March 1940 denied them any prospect of Lithuanian 
citizenship. They were obliged to register as war refugees, but, unlike others in this category, 
their residence permits debarred them from receiving official assistance.46 In addition, they 
were prohibited from traveling freely, buying property, working (except in agriculture and 
the forest industry), and joining any political organizations.

According to the Lithuanian Red Cross, in February 1940 these “newcomers” num-
bered around 150,000 in the entire Vilnius region, including 83,000 in Vilnius itself.47 Around 
two fifths were workers, one quarter were former Polish government officials and members 
of the free professions, and the remainder were Polish ex-employees or pensioners of the 
railway, schools, and post office.48 The government dismissed approximately 7,000 former 
state employees while 12,000 lost their jobs “for various reasons.” On the eve of the Soviet 
annexation of Lithuania, Vilnius alone was home to around 100,000 newcomers, including 
85,000 Poles, 10,000 Jews, and 5,000 Belorussians and Russians.49
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According to international law, the imposition of these disabilities on people who had 
resided for more than ten years in the same location constituted an illegal act. However, the 
government took no notice. A confidential report prepared by the Lithuanian Red Cross 
claimed that:

The sudden addition [of 100,000 newcomers] to our somewhat disloyal Poles or the Polo-
nized [Lithuanians] is a heavy burden to Lithuania. If Lithuania were a larger, richer and 
stronger state, then it could absorb this element which is unpleasant, hungry, totally unpro-
ductive and unstable. . . . They are a well-known and absolutely harmful element, which the 
Lithuanian nation should avoid as much as it can.50

Evidently, the government believed the newcomers to be a much more serious danger than 
the war refugees, whom it perceived as unorganized, homeless, and rootless victims of war, 
whereas the newcomers formed a “rooted” and tightly knit community which included 
members of the Polish intelligentsia known for their political disloyalty to Lithuania. Ac-
cording to a secret report, “the Polish newcomers feel already at home here. Many of them 
believe that they are on a great mission on Poland’s behalf.”51

The Lithuanian Secret Service (Saugumas) closely followed the political mood and 
activities of the Poles in Vilnius. It identified four major political groupings among the local 
Poles. The first group was the largest and included people who had no serious ties with the 
former Polish state. They were represented by such newspapers as Gazeta codzienna (10,000 
subscribers) and Nowe słowo rolnicze (12,000). According to Saugumas, these people com-
prised “the central objective of our policy.” The second, smaller group, represented by the 
paper Kurjer wilenski, included former Polish university teachers and government officials. 
They were “politically unreliable.” The newcomers constituted a third grouping, “politically 
the most disloyal to Lithuania.” The report continued that “under certain conditions this ele-
ment can form itself into an anti-Lithuanian military organization. Therefore they must be 
controlled not by political, but by police means.” The last and smallest group was that of the 
Polish war refugees who “are not a political object and can be dealt with solely by technical 
and police means.”52

Vilnius’s political life in early 1940 included a small group formed around Professor 
Michał Römer, who was well known for his loyalty to the Lithuanian state as well as his 
sympathies toward Lithuania’s Polish population. He convened a small discussion club of 
intellectuals, including some old Vilnius autonomists (krajowcy) and Lithuanian intellectu-
als. They argued that local Poles had a separate local identity (tutejszosc) and that “the aim 
of state policy should not be segregation along ethnic lines but rather to give a chance for all 
to become Lithuanians in the civic sense of the word.” Unfortunately, this group had a very 
limited popular following.53 The government took no serious notice of their proposals to 
tackle the refugee crisis by a more liberal approach.

By the beginning of 1940 the material conditions of the newcomers had become criti-
cal. Having lost their jobs and property and exhausted their savings, they turned increasingly 
to various relief agencies. According to the Lithuanian Red Cross:

The condition of the newcomers is far more critical than that of the Polish war refugees. . . . More 
than 65,000 of the newcomers need food, housing, clothing or medical care. Belorussians and 
Russians fare no better. Jewish refugees are doing somewhat better since they had worked as arti-
sans and traders, not as state officials. . . . The Jews also receive . . . much more help from abroad.54
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The Lithuanian Red Cross tried to help the Polish newcomers through a special “Supervi-
sory Committee for the Polish Newcomers” which received most of its funds from various 
British relief agencies and from the Polish government-in-exile via the Hoover Committee. 
In total, the Committee received 1.5 million litai ($255,000): 500,000 litai from the Lithu-
anian Red Cross, 800,000 from the Hoover Committee, and 200,000 from the Polish-British 
Relief Agency.55 Even so, the relief effort suffered from a shortage of funds: Jurkūnas-Šeinius 
warned that at least 300,000 litai per month were needed to avoid a worsening of the crisis.56

Lithuania’s decision to segregate and disenfranchise the long-term Polish residents in 
the Vilnius region greatly inflamed the refugee crisis there. By 1940 Lithuania was home to 
more than 100,000 refugees. For a small state with a fragile economy this was a heavy burden. 
Furthermore, the government’s decision to remove their citizenship rights and social secu-
rity was a hostile act that only served to foster their mistrust and political disloyalty. This, in 
turn, allowed local right-wing extremists to accuse the government of insufficient energy in 
dealing with the Poles.

Ethnic Conflict and Refugee Relief
After October 1939, the Polish–Lithuanian ethnic conflict in the Vilnius region was trans-
formed from an interstate and minority–majority conflict into a clash between the Lithu-
anian state and the Polish newcomers and war refugees. The state gave the refugee crisis a 
clear ethnic overtone: the Poles were targeted as a disloyal element, while the Jewish refugees 
were seen as politically neutral.

Without a doubt Lithuanian public opinion played an important part in pouring oil 
on the fire and bringing about a gradual change in official policy. The government found it 
increasingly difficult to control radical voices. The Lithuanian Red Cross pointed out that 
many Lithuanian officials who moved from Kaunas into the Vilnius region in 1939 lacked 
any understanding of its multicultural character. They were inclined to embrace radical slo-
gans and policies.57

The most radical attack against the local Poles, refugees included, came from Lithu-
anian nationalists. As early as October 1939, the newspaper Lietuvos aidas (Lithuania’s Echo)
warned that “Vilnius’s Poles have already received orders ‘from the top’ and they hope ac-
cording to the old Klaipėda recipe to organize a separate Polish community in Lithuania.”58

Public organizations such as the Society of the First Lithuanian Army Volunteers openly 
urged the government to incarcerate refugees in labor camps or to employ them on pub-
lic works.59 Not surprisingly, the most vehement view was expressed by right-wing youths. 
The newly reopened Vilnius University became a hotbed of radical student societies such as 
Ramovė, Neo Lithuania, and Geležinis vilkas (Iron Wolf) which conducted “patriotic” activ-
ity designed “to spread Lithuanianness in those areas most damaged by the propaganda of 
the occupiers.”60 On 7 April 1940 these societies staged a riot and carried out attacks on Poles 
in city cafés and streets.61 Even moderate Lithuanian Social Democrats wrote of the refugees 
that “this element, having lost its equilibrium, is irreparably terrorist [diversiškas]. At the cur-
rent time it is ready to take any risks.”62

Although the government refused to cave in to radical opinion, it was difficult to ig-
nore the calls to Lithuanize. The tensions were most evident in the state’s efforts to organize 
relief work by giving preference to those agencies that seemed to be politically most loyal and 
by putting pressure on those seeking to pursue a more independent-minded agenda.
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The main attack came against Polski komitet ofiarów wojny (the Polish War Victim Re-
lief Committee), which included several leading Polish intellectuals and had 25 branches in 
the Vilnius region.63 One official observed that “in (the Polish Committee) there are people 
who aim not only to help the needy, but also . . . to conduct Polish propaganda in order to 
keep all the Poles together and . . . to strengthen their spirit.”64 The government tried to take 
control of its administration and funding by including a number of pro-Lithuanian officials 
in its structure, but the Polish Committee refused to accept them and protested not only to 
the central authorities in Kaunas but also to international bodies.65 Eventually the govern-
ment agreed not to close it but reduce the number of local branches and insisted on taking 
full control of its finances. Official support was given instead to the aforementioned Komitet 
pomocy uchodźców, run by Polish liberals who (as one official put it) “seemed to be totally 
loyal people.”66

The second target of the state’s attempt to take full control of relief became the Polish 
Red Cross in Vilnius. This was one of the oldest institutions in the city involved in the refu-
gee relief work. Polish activists in the city lobbied the international relief agencies to give the 
Polish Red Cross full responsibility over the ethnically Polish refugees, but the Lithuanian 
government refused to accept this proposal, preferring instead to concentrate relief efforts in 
the hands of the Lithuanian Red Cross. Eventually the Polish community had to accept the 
closure both of the Polish Red Cross and the Polski Komitet Ofiarów Wojny.67

Understandably, in the minds of local Poles the legacy of the interwar conflict re-
mained very much alive. According to the Polish historian Lewandowska “. . . the Poles did 
not understand the intentions of the new government and viewed it with . . . disdain.”68 On 31 
October 1939 Vilnius witnessed street riots that involved refugees. The Lithuanian police re-
ported that some Jewish food stores were sacked by a hungry mob. Twenty-three people were 
wounded and three arrested.69 It was described as a full-scale anti-Jewish pogrom; according 
to one Polish observer, it was prompted by the desire of Poles to seek revenge against pro-So-
viet Jews.70 Another plausible explanation is that many local Jews welcomed the Lithuanian 
takeover, which produced anger among the Poles. The Lithuanian police reacted sharply to 
the pogrom and also forcibly dispersed the Poles who gathered the following day to com-
memorate All Soul’s Day and march to the tomb of Piłsudski.71

One Polish observer summed up the political situation in Vilnius as follows: “Lithu-
anians do not feel strong enough to conduct a decisive policy in Vilnius, but at the same time 
they feel uncomfortable about the strongly patriotic mood of the Polish city populace.”72

Some 40 Polish organizations worked on behalf of Polish interests in Vilnius. They included 
organizations such as Koła Pułkowe (Regimental Circles), Komisariat rząndu (Government 
Council), Związek Bojowników Niepodległośći (The Union of Independence Fighters) and 
many others covering the entire spectrum of interwar Polish politics. At least one of these, 
the socialist Wolność (Freedom), was established entirely by Polish refugees from central 
Poland.73

Refugees were actively recruited by Vilnius-based Poles, who regarded them as a reli-
able and politically loyal element. Polish radicals and others conducted a propaganda cam-
paign among the refugees and took it upon themselves to speak on their behalf in politics. 
In January and February 1940, the Lithuanian Secret Service arrested 168 members of the 
semi-military Polish Fighting Organization (PFO, Polish: Organizacija Polska Wojskowa),
but this formed only part of the Polish resistance to Lithuania. The PFO was well organized, 
with separate sections devoted to intelligence, surveillance, recruitment, radio contacts, and 
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technical support. The Lithuanian historian Aldona Žepkaitė has claimed that it had ties with 
the Polish government-in-exile in Britain and France.74

Thus, between November 1939 and January 1940, official policy toward the refugees 
started to shift from one of broadly humanitarian assistance to one of strict control and 
“security.” Although the government tried to steer a middle way between a radicalized Lithu-
anian public and an increasingly angry Polish population, its policy toward the Vilnius Poles, 
refugees included, became increasingly repressive. This change was reflected in the replace-
ment of Antanas Merkys by Kazys Bizauskas as the chief Government Representative in Vil-
nius at the end of November 1939.75

Lithuania sought to obtain international support from the Western allies for its tough 
policy. Lithuanian diplomats lobbied embassies and international relief agencies in order to 
put pressure on the Polish government-in-exile and the Polish underground in Vilnius. A 
spokesman for the Polish Relief fund, H. F. Anderson, addressed a meeting of Polish refugee 
journalists and intellectuals and urged them “to stop any activities that could be harmful 
to the Lithuanians. The sole aim of the refugees should be to survive and find shelter.”76 He 
claimed British support for Lithuania’s refugee policy on the grounds that the Kaunas gov-
ernment sought primarily to alleviate the plight of the refugees. A Lithuanian diplomat in 
London also reported that Britain supported Lithuania’s efforts to strengthen its position in 
the Vilnius region.77

The hardening of Lithuanian policy was also inspired by pressure from Nazi Germany, 
which became increasingly hostile to the pro-Polish underground movement in Vilnius. The 
Nazi governor of East Prussia, Erich Koch, expressed his displeasure at the Polish organiza-
tions in Vilnius that were also active in occupied Poland.78

Anderson urged Lithuania to use refugees as cheap labor in public works programs. In 
a meeting with an official Lithuanian representative in Vilnius, he noted “this would be use-
ful to Lithuania because you can build more good roads using their cheap labour, while the 
newcomers will be kept busy and quiet and will earn some cash for their tobacco.” He even 
offered to provide food for the forced laborers from the funds of the Polish Relief Fund so 
long as Lithuania supplied tools and technical equipment.79

In due course the government introduced a forced labor scheme. A labor camp was es-
tablished in Pabradė, north of Vilnius, housing refugees who had been arrested or deported 
from Vilnius for their political activities.80 In Žagarė, too, thousands of refugees were put to 
work digging dolomite, clearing stones from fields, and repairing roads. They were also gra-
ciously “loaned” to the other Baltic states; Estonia, for instance, received 1,500 refugees from 
Vilnius for agricultural work.81

The End of the Crisis
The government’s policy toward refugees, including newcomers, besides having as its main 
aim the wish “to neutralize refugees politically and to reduce economic costs of their sup-
port,” was also designed to reduce their numbers.82 The government attempted to achieve 
this by their repatriation, emigration, and a systematic transfer from Vilnius to the surround-
ing province. To be sure, Vilnius was overcrowded with refugees, making relief work dif-
ficult, while living costs were lower in the Lithuanian countryside. The unemployment rate 
was high and refugees were expected to find better employment opportunities outside the 
city. The dispersion of the newcomers was also regarded as a means to improve “security.”83
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Ultimately the government established more than 50 refugee camps to which refugees 
were transferred. Žagarė alone housed about 2,000 refugees. The transfer of people started 
in the middle of March 1940. Those who refused forfeited support from the Lithuanian Red 
Cross and could be jailed for up to six months.84 However, the forceful relocation had only 
limited success, insofar as only 5,200 refugees had been moved to the camps by June.85

Not surprisingly, the policy provoked a harsh reaction from the refugees as well as 
from the international press. Most refugees tried to evade the roundup by hiding or chang-
ing their place of residence. Staying in the city at least provided a modicum of anonymity 
and freedom as well as strengthening a sense of community. Thus the refugees tried to cir-
cumvent the repressive government measures designed to create a controlled contingent of 
purely passive recipients of relief.

Trying to reduce further the number of refugees, Lithuania decided in March 1940 to 
free interned soldiers who were residents of the Vilnius region and to return to the USSR and 
Germany those who had lived in those countries before the war.86 This repatriation was coor-
dinated with the Western powers, which agreed in principle but in practice would repatriate 
only those who wished to leave. Britain and France objected to the return of those who could 
be used as soldiers or forced laborers by the Wehrmacht. Nevertheless, Lithuania went ahead 
and shipped to Germany about 5,000 refugees, among them 1,500 of the internees.87 The gov-
ernment also tried to return Jews to Nazi-occupied Poland but the German representative in 
Kaunas replied that their return “is out of the question” (kommt nicht in Frage). The Soviet 
Union accepted about 3,000 refugees and internees. Finally, Lithuania tried to convince the 
U.S.A., Sweden, Norway, and Argentina to accept some of its refugees, but these countries 
turned down the offer, referring the government to their immigration restrictions.88

The government also promoted the voluntary emigration of the refugees by providing 
them with necessary visas. Some Jews managed to leave Lithuania via Latvia and Scandinavia 
to the West or to Palestine. For the majority of the Polish refugees, however, travel through 
Scandinavia became impossible because the Scandinavian countries agreed to a German re-
quest not to allow their transfer to the West.89

On 8 May 1940, the pro-government Lietuvos žinios reported that “there are no more 
refugees in Vilnius . . . Some left for the provinces, others were repatriated, while others have 
gone to Estonia.”

The final chapter of the refugee crisis took place with the Soviet occupation of Lithu-
ania on 15 June 1940. Many refugees received permission to return to Vilnius, while others 
moved to the Soviet interior. According to the new refugee registration by the Soviet Lithu-
anian government, 18,000 refugees still remained in Lithuania.90 Most of these were offered 
Soviet citizenship. Those who refused for various reasons were arrested and deported.91 The 
Soviet authorities continued to select and sift the refugees by refusing citizenship to those 
deemed to be “class enemies.” Thus ethnicity gave way to class as a means of drawing distinc-
tions between citizens and noncitizens.

Conclusion
The influx of refugees from Poland into Lithuania in 1939 created a humanitarian crisis 
which coincided with other dramatic developments such as the loss of Klaipėda in March 
1939 and the unexpected acquisition of Vilnius in October 1939. The refugee crisis put a 
heavy burden on Lithuania that could be alleviated only with foreign help. By making the 
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crisis an international issue, Lithuania tried not only to resolve the humanitarian problem, 
but also to gain international credibility and economic advantage. The Lithuanian govern-
ment saw refugee relief as a profitable and risk-free venture that could improve the struggling 
national economy.

However, refugee relief was only of secondary importance for the Lithuanian govern-
ment, whose first priority was to incorporate the Vilnius region, a contested borderland be-
tween Poland and Lithuania. Social and cultural integration entailed de-Polonization and 
Lithuanization of the ethnically mixed territory. The old Polish–Lithuanian ethnic conflict 
provided an additional dimension to the refugee crisis insofar as refugees and the largest 
ethnic minority, the Poles, were regarded as people from a historically alien state.

The government’s decision to isolate those who had come to Lithuania between 1920 
and 1939 (the so-called newcomers) greatly expanded the refugee crisis. In brief, the govern-
ment used the arrival of war refugees to settle political scores with the local Poles. In this 
way, the refugee crisis became a political instrument for staging ethnic conflict. More than 
83,000 Poles became “newcomers” after their residence and political rights were removed in 
the Vilnius region in March 1940. By this move, the government virtually transformed this 
large group of local population into refugees.

Against this background, the Lithuanian public and government singled out the refu-
gees of the Polish ethnicity as an “uprooted,” “disloyal,” and “unreliable” element that had 
to be “rooted down”: registered, controlled, filtered, isolated, forcibly employed, and either 
resettled or repatriated. The mass uprooting of the population further fostered discontent 
and political activism among them, which eventually led the authorities to adopt a more 
repressive policy. Thus between December 1939 and May 1940 Lithuania pursued a radical 
policy whose purpose was to contain, neutralize, and repatriate the refugees.

If initially the refugee relief was a matter of international reputation, in due course 
state-led humanitarian intervention came to be used largely as a smokescreen for the mass 
uprooting of a civilian population perceived as politically disloyal. The refugees’ political 
loyalties were verified and tested by state-controlled relief agencies led by the Lithuanian 
Red Cross. The centralization and bureaucratization of the relief were seen as prerequisites 
that could help control the refugees and increase security. Independent relief work was seen 
as a potential danger to the state. Nevertheless, it was more tolerated in regard to the Jewish 
refugees, who were largely perceived as politically neutral, unlike the Poles.

Meanwhile, the Polish refugees as well as most of the indigenous Poles in the region 
refused to recognize the new political reality. In their eyes, Lithuania’s presence in Vilnius 
was only a temporary episode brought about by the war and to be rectified by the victory of 
the Western allies. Local Polish anti-government radicals spoke and acted on behalf of Polish 
refugees and tried to recruit them into their secret organizations. The Polish government-in-
exile eagerly conducted anti-Lithuanian propaganda both internationally and locally. Mean-
while, the Lithuanian radical right exerted pressure on the government, calling for open 
attacks against the disloyal Polish element in the region. In this situation, the scope of the 
government’s choice of policy became limited. Overall, the refugee crisis weakened the state 
politically and economically.

The collapse of independent Lithuania in June 1940 alleviated the refugee crisis. By 
this time thousands of them had been repatriated or deported to the Soviet Union and 
Germany, while others left for the West or were granted Soviet citizenship. As a result of 
changes brought about by the Second World War, the Vilnius region gradually became ab-
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sorbed into Lithuania. However, the “unmixing” of the ethnically diverse population in the 
borderland region occurred at great cost. The first drastic step in this process was almost a 
complete annihilation of Lithuanian Jewry by the Nazis and their Lithuanian collaborators 
during 1941–1944. Meanwhile, the convergence of the refugee crisis and the ethnic conflict 
in 1939–1940 provided the backdrop to the subsequent mass expulsion (“evacuation”) of 
Poles from Soviet-occupied Lithuania in 1945–1946. Despite the fact that their expulsion 
formed only part of the broader process of the Soviet postwar redrawing of Eastern Europe, 
the Soviet Lithuanian government was able to achieve what the interwar state had failed to 
do—to create a more ethnically homogeneous Lithuania.
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The Young Turks and 
the Plans for the Ethnic 
Homogenization of Anatolia

Taner Akçam

The French historian F. Braudel notices: “first one encounters the question of 
borders . . . everything else is derived from this. In order to draw a border, it is 
necessary to define it, to understand it, and reconstruct what that border means; 
beyond that it means to claim for itself a certain historical aspect.”

—Hagen Schulze

Introduction
Turkey’s borders have changed dramatically over the last two centuries—swelling and shrink-
ing as the Ottoman Empire rose and then declined, and as different national states emerged 
in the empire’s regions. This change in geographical borders necessitated a shift in thinking 
in Turkey. The logic of nation states is in total contradiction to the idea of empire. For a na-
tion state you need, ideally, a homogeneous population, and a defined territory. This can be 
created only with a clear knowledge of what this homogeneity consists and who belongs to it. 
As a natural consequence of the logic, what follows is the “purification” of those who do not 
belong to that collective in the defined region.

In the process of nation building, it is not enough to have a territory and homogeneous 
population. In addition to these two criteria, which are called ethno-cultural or religiously 
“objective” criteria, a nation needs also a common memory. A collective memory is one 
of the building blocks of the “imagined” nation and the ensuing nation state. To achieve 
this, the history of the nation has to be rewritten in a unique way so as to create a common 
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reflection of the group through time, a collective memory. In other words, the people must 
remember themselves as being one.

Two different “borders” are critical to forge a definition that clearly solves the ques-
tions of what and who constitute a nation. First, how is cultural identity to be defined? Sec-
ond, how are the boundaries of the nation state to be drawn? The thesis that there must 
somehow be a relation between the borders of cultural identity and the state emerges as 
something new in the nineteenth century. Nationalists argued that both identities are some-
how identical and this is the reason why “the people” have to establish their own state within 
supposedly natural borders.

Turkish national identity has been shaped gradually through the tension of these 
two different border issues. The homogenization of Anatolia was a response to this ten-
sion. In that sense my approach can also be described as an attempt to understand nation-
alism from a different angle. Throughout previous decades of research, scholars tended 
to define nationalism mostly as fixed, objective, and primordial. They now agree that na-
tionalism is mostly the product of hard work on the part of intellectuals, political actors, 
and propagandists, who have applied their energies to the mapping of differences and 
boundaries. Turkish nationalism must be conceived as a “being” process. There were no 
clear-cut definitive objective or subjective determinants defining the nation. Rather, the 
pragmatic necessities of saving the state were important for the nationalists. In essence, 
the state made the nation.

The boundaries of the Turkish national identity moved and changed parallel to the 
shrinking borders of the Empire. When the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP, or, 
informally, the Young Turks) came to power in 1908, the party at first intended to preserve 
the Empire’s multiethnic character. The Young Turks combined the principle of universal 
citizenship with a cultural identity that could be defined as Ottomanism, but which in prac-
tice was a mandate for an Islamic-Turkish identity. They claimed Ottomanism was an over-
arching identity that also covered the Christians of the Empire. However, popular resistance 
to this policy, and the loss of several territories before World War I (see chapter 8), gradually 
led the CUP to narrow the scope and so the borders of this definition. After 1913, the party 
adopted the concept of a Turkic-Islamic synthesis as its official ideology and implemented 
it to exclude religious and ethnic minorities within the Empire and to include Muslims and 
Turkic peoples outside the country’s borders.

Another important characteristic of the CUP was its highly pragmatic attitude in re-
gard to ideology. While Ottomanism, Islamism, and Turkism were the main intellectual cur-
rents of the day, the CUP used these terms interchangebly.1 This pragmatism allowed the 
leaders to jump from one ideology to another in order to best serve their purposes. Ziya 
Gökalp articulated the theoretical framework for this pragmatism. He developed an ideology 
based on an “Islamic-Turkish-Western” synthesis that became the official Unionist rhetoric, 
and was produced and repeated according to occasion and need.2

The Young Turks were true social engineers in that they moved populations of non-
Turkish Muslims around the region in order to keep them from forming a critical mass and 
to facilitate their assimilation. However, outwardly they were Islamist, considering their non-
Turkish Muslim citizens inside their borders (and also including those outside their borders) 
to be their brothers. This tension stemmed from the desire to keep the Empire extant, and it 
naturally disappeared when the Republic came into being, because the idea of a nation state 
superseded the need to keep the Empire intact.
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During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, territories were lost at the fringes 
of the Ottoman Empire, mostly due to the nationalist movements of Christian subjects of the 
Empire, which were supported by the Great Powers (Britain, France, Germany, and Russia). 
As a consequence, Christian subjects began to be identified as “Others” and excluded from 
the Ottoman identity. This was followed by expulsions of Christians from certain regions. As 
the loss of territories from the fringes toward the center of the empire accelerated, so did this 
process of the exclusion of “Others.” The Christians located in the center of the region, such 
as the Greeks and Armenians, were regarded as much more dangerous than those living in 
the fringe regions. For this reason, the violence they experienced was more severe.

The loss of territories with the concomitant shrinking of geographical borders was 
crucial for the emergence of Turkish national identity. In order to grasp the extent of this 
shrinking, imagine an Ottoman Empire that maintained about 100 square kilometers of ter-
ritory throughout nearly the entire eighteenth century. Between the beginning of the nine-
teenth century and the Balkan War, a mere one hundred years, this mini-Empire would have 
lost 60 square kilometers., and between the Balkan War and the end of World War I, it lost 
an additional 35 square kilometers, a 95 percent loss since its height. Indeed, in 1919 only 
five percent of the former Ottoman Empire was controlled by Turkey (although a few square 
kilometers were added during the Independence/National Liberation War of 1919–22). This 
is today’s Turkey.3 The speed of this loss was as extravagant as its extent. For example, in 
1912, within one or two weeks 83 percent of the European territories (69 percent of the 
population) were lost.4 Calculated another way, between 1878 and 1920, the Ottomans lost 
85 percent of their territory and 75 percent of their population.5

This steady and speedy loss of land determined, for the most part, the debate around 
both the geographical and identity aspects of the newly defined borders. As land was lost, 
the idea developed among the Young Turk leadership that an expansion of the Empire could 
occur by including other Muslim peoples while at the same time excluding those who were 
considered to be responsible for the loss. The idea of Turkism or Pan-Islamism emerged as a 
core ideal, originating from a defensive goal of keeping the Empire as big as possible.

In this chapter I will deal with only one aspect of the above described theoretical 
framework; namely the plans to homogenize Anatolia. I will try to show how the Ottomon 
authorities used population policy to create and redefine their new “borders,” and in two 
senses. First, in terms of geography, they defined Anatolian core lands as the “center of the 
Empire,” and, second, in terms of culture they drew a new border between Muslims and 
Christians as We/Other. As a result of this dual process of redefinition, Christians were ex-
pelled from and killed in Anatolia.

The CUP Population and Resettlement Policy: 
Some Principal Characteristics
All the available Ottoman sources demonstrate that even before the onset of World War I, the 
Young Turks devised and implemented a plan to “free [ourselves] of non-Turkish elements” 
in the Aegean region.6 Then, under the cover of war, the CUP expanded this plan to include 
all of Anatolia. The primary goal of this project, which can be described as an ethno-religious 
homogenization of Anatolia, was a conscious reshaping of the region’s demographic charac-
ter on the basis of its Turkish Muslim population. The two main pillars of the government’s 
“population and resettlement policy” entailed a “cleansing” of Anatolia of its non-Muslim 
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(which basically meant Christian) population, seen as a mortal threat to the continued exis-
tence of the state and even described as a “cancer” in the body of the empire, and the assimi-
lation (read: Turkification) of all of Anatolia’s non-Turkish Muslim communities.7

As of 1913 these policies were put into place through the exercise of the dual mecha-
nism of parallel official and unofficial tracks, of which I shall give various examples below. 
The government issued orders that amounted to an official policy of expulsion and forced 
emigration. This policy was officially decided upon and implemented either within the am-
biguous framework of “population exchanges” with other countries, such as Greece, Serbia, 
and Bulgaria, or as one of unilateral expulsion and deportation, such as in the case of the 
Armenians. At the same time, various covert, extra-legal but state-sponsored acts of terror 
were undertaken under the protective umbrella provided by the “official” state policies.

The CUP created an organizational structure well suited to this dual mechanism. In 
the main indictment against the CUP Central Committee members in their 1919 trial in 
Istanbul’s court martial, the prosecution stated that, in line with the Unionist party’s struc-
ture and working conditions, a “secret network” had been formed to carry out the CUP’s 
illegal actions. The CUP itself, the indictment said, was an organization that “possessed two 
contradictory natures: the first, a visible and public [one] based on a [public] program and 
internal code of regulations, the other based on secrecy and [operating according to unwrit-
ten] verbal instructions.”8

By means of these policies, which were put into practice between 1913 and 1918, the 
ethnic character of Anatolia was thoroughly transformed. The population of Anatolia was so 
completely disrupted over this six-year period that almost one-third of the total population 
(estimated in 1914 to be around 17.5 million people) were displaced, expelled, or annihilated.9

Although the Ottoman Empire (and others) possessed a lengthy history of devising 
and implementing population and resettlement policies, by the second half of the nineteenth 
century it was forced to contend with a totally new problem.10 Large numbers of Muslims—
both those from recently lost Ottoman territories and those forcibly expelled from other 
countries—began to flood across the now shrinking borders of the Ottoman state, many 
continuing well into the imperial hinterlands. In this regard, the 1912–1913 Balkan Wars 
must be considered both as the climax of this phenomenon and as an important turning 
point. Before this time, the Ottoman authorities had always attempted to solve the problem 
of immigration and resettlement on a reactive, ad hoc basis; now, however, the question 
would be considered and resolved in a systematic fashion, as a part of the overall plan for the 
Turkification of Anatolia. The principal characteristics of this population and resettlement 
policy were: ethnic censuses and map-making, registries of the assets of minority popula-
tions, assimilation of non-Turkic Muslims, deportations, and, ultimately, annihilation.11

I. Population Counts and Maps based on 
the Ethnic Construction of Anatolia
In order to be able to implement these policies properly, it was necessary first to restructure 
the Ottoman bureaucracy, and the Interior Ministry in particular. As a result of the forced 
migrations that followed the Balkan Wars the Ottoman government published, on 13 May 
1913, its “Code of Regulations for the Settlement of Emigrants.” The responsibility for the 
implementation of these regulations was left to the Interior Ministry, and, in particular, its 
Office of Tribal and Immigrant Settlement (Dahiliye Nezareti İskân-ị Aşair ve Muhacir’in 
Müdüriyeti, hereafter İAMM or “Settlement Office”), founded in December 1913. It went 
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through a number of reorganizations; finally, on 14 March 1916, the government established 
the General Directorate of Tribal and Immigrant Settlement (Aşair ve Muhacirin Müdiriyeti 
Umumiyesi, hereafter AMMU).12

In parallel with these efforts at greater organization, censuses were undertaken to pro-
vide the authorities with a clearer picture of the ethnic and social makeup of Anatolia, after 
which demographic maps were drawn up. As is well known, the basic category of classification 
in Ottoman censuses was religion; as a result, the empire’s Muslim population appeared as a 
single group. Although no official census was undertaken during the Unionist period (1908–
1918), on the basis of previous counts (1882, 1895, 1905) the government further divided 
and reclassified the Muslim population into ethnic categories. Ottoman census officials who 
traveled to the empire’s different provinces recorded the numbers given them by the elders 
of different neighborhoods and areas and the leaders of the different religious communities. 
In addition, every three months the central government received regular reports from the 
provincial counties on such statistics as births, deaths, and in- and out-migrations. On the 
basis of this information statistical lists and tables were prepared, even at the county level, on 
changes in the Muslim and non-Muslim populations. The Interior Ministry’s Office of Popula-
tion Registry then updated its information accordingly and passed it on to the government.13

Various documents show that Unionist efforts aimed at acquiring an accurate picture 
of the ethno-religious demographics of Anatolia preceded even the Balkan War.14 Right af-
terward, by 1913 at the latest, the movements of the non-Muslim population—and in partic-
ular that of the Greek and Armenian communities—had been placed under tight control and 
monitoring. The communities’ respective religious and local secular authorities were made 
responsible for “reporting to the [office of] population registry . . . [all] weddings and di-
vorces of non-Muslims . . . [all] births, deaths and changes of locale.”15 It was also demanded 
that those persons in authority not carrying out their entrusted duties be punished.16

Moreover, the Interior Ministry sent cables marked “top secret” to various provinces 
requesting of the local officials that they compile “in a highly secret manner” and forward to 
the ministry lists of the wealth, education, and social status of the Christians in these regions, 
as well as of the prominent or influential members of their communities.17 Special impor-
tance was given to the documentation of businesses and moveable and immovable property 
belonging to this population.

The information compiled through these efforts would become the basis for both the 
prewar and wartime policies of forcible removal and annihilation of Anatolia’s Christian 
population and the settlement of Muslims in their place. Even during the tumultuous periods 
of forced expulsion and deportations the government expected daily reports on the changing 
demographics of various regions.

On the basis of these local reports officials recorded overall population changes, which 
served as the basis of new ethnographic maps of the empire’s remaining provinces. An exam-
ple of this policy in practice can be seen in the telegram, sent on 20 July 1915 by Interior Min-
ister Talât Pasha to all provincial and district governors. In it, Talât instructs the officials to

send, within one month, without exception, a complete and comprehensive map showing [all 
of] the administrative units and divisions within the province, down even to the village level, 
including two compiled lists containing the figures for existing [populations], both earlier 
and currently, on the basis of the [respective] nationalities of the population in the various 
towns and villages.18



Young Turks and Plans for Ethnic Homogenization of Anatolia 263

The purpose of the “two lists” was to be able to assess the extent of demographic changes so 
as to better monitor and control the process of ethnic restructuring.

Even after the Armenian deportations were concluded, the Ottoman government 
continued to track internal population movements throughout the course of the war. For 
example, in an August 1916 cable to many different regions, marked “urgent and secret” and 
with instructions to “resolve this matter personally,” Talât Pasha ordered his provincial sub-
ordinates to “quickly prepare and send a list showing separately the population figures [for] 
existing Greek[s] in each and every village and town within the province.”19

II. Registries Concerning the Ethno-Social-Cultural
Composition of the Population
These population reports and registries prepared by the various local officials also contained 
information on the socioeconomic construction of each and every major ethnic group, along 
with descriptions of the character of their language and culture, their manner and level of ed-
ucation, and their relations with the other groups. In an April 1916 cable sent by the İAMM 
to the province of Trabzon, the latter was asked to report on “how many Kurds were living in 
the province, where they were residing, the status of their relations with the Turkish popula-
tion, and whether or not they were preserving their own traditions and language.”20

An Interior Ministry cable sent to the Baghdad Governor’s Office on 1 May 1916 of-
fers some insight into just what sort of information was being gathered. After stressing the 
extreme importance for the government’s policy of having sound and accurate information 
“regarding the number and social condition of the those Turks who are considered to be 
among the long-settled population in Iraq,” the telegram went on to request the provincial 
officials to provide answers to the following questions:

[H]ow many Turks are there in the other areas of the province? . . . how many Turks are there 
[total], [and] in which provinces, districts and counties are they registered? Are they in a 
comfortable majority in relation to the Arab and Kurdish population of the areas in which 
they live? Have they been at all influenced by the languages and customs, and if so, to what 
extent? What language is spoken within the family and, in regard to the local elements, to 
what extent are their relations with the government related to their economic status? What 
sort of education do they give to their children, and what language is it given in at the [edu-
cational] institutions? Are there [Turkish] families who, in their inner workings, have either 
come to resemble those of the Arabs or Kurds or who lean in this direction?21

III. Registries Regarding the Economic 
Conditions of the Christian Populations
Officials also requested data on the economic status and situation of the Christian com-
munities, including reports on the occupations, workplaces, and immovable property of the 
individual members of these groups. Even before the outbreak of the First World War, the 
state gathered detailed information on the property and possessions in the hands of the em-
pire’s Christians. An Interior Ministry cable sent on 5 September 1914 to the Aydın and Tra-
bzon provinces and the provincial district of Canik (Samsun)—all areas with sizeable Greek 
communities—asked for “the preparation and sending of a report clarifying the value and 
owners, including type and quantity, of all property and covered buildings [such as houses, 
business centers, shops, etc.] belonging to the Greek community.”22 Ten days later, a similar 
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request was sent to almost all of the provinces of the empire.23 It is clear that these orders 
from the central government were indeed followed in the various provinces, and that the 
requested reports were prepared and sent to Istanbul.24

It should be added here as a side-note that this detailed information gathering—par-
ticularly regarding the Greek population—was undertaken in parallel with the ongoing 
efforts of a commission studying the possibility of a Turkish–Greek population exchange. 
From different documents we can infer that these lists were being prepared for just such 
a contingency.25 In a similar vein, detailed 16-point sets of instructions on how such lists 
should be prepared, “Instructions for Completing the Lists Regarding the Exchange of Im-
migrants,” were sent to all of the provinces.26

Similar lists were prepared for the Armenian population. During the Armenian de-
portations the central government demanded detailed lists containing information on busi-
nesses that were either controlled or administered by Armenians, or belonged to either Is-
tanbul Armenians or foreigners:

[Please] report speedily, clearly and explicitly . . . whether or not in Istanbul and the provinces 
from which the Armenians have yet to be transported there still exist Armenians merchants, 
or houses of commerce, real estate, factories and such that are run by Armenians, either or 
as local representatives of or partners in institutions owned by other Ottoman citizens or by 
foreigners; if so, then [also provide] the names of those who have been deported from there, 
as well as the names of the owners and businesses both here and abroad.27

The practice of keeping detailed records of Christian property and possessions contin-
ued even after the Armenian deportations. For example, a coded telegram from the İAMM’s 
Bureau of Statistics to various provinces and districts in the Aegean region calls for

an investigation to be conducted and information gathered on the number of farms and large 
land tracts in the province [district] in the hands of non-Muslims, along with their estimated 
size and value and the names and reputations of those with the right to them; upon the 
completion [of this task] and the writing of [this information] in a detailed report for each 
and every county, it should be sent with all haste [to the bureau].28

IV. The Drive to Assimilate All the Empire’s Muslims
Many of the empire’s Muslims had also been uprooted for a variety of reasons and forced to 
relocate. The main and ultimate goal of the Unionist government’s population and settle-
ment policies vis-à-vis its non-Turkish Muslim communities was one of assimilation. In or-
der for these groups fully to meld into the Turkish majority, the logic went, they would first 
have to abandon their own languages and cultures. Unlike the efforts vis-à-vis the Christian 
communities, the government openly and clearly stated its assimilationist motive behind 
gathering detailed information on the social and cultural characteristics of the empire’s 
Muslim groups.

In the event that the refugees could not be assimilated into the new communities into 
which they were sent, it was explained, it would be necessary to find an alternative location. 
The Turkish refugees and migrants being relocated, however, wanted to preserve their lan-
guage and culture.

The frequent use of the terms temsil and temessül, meaning to “come to resemble” or 
“assimilate,” makes it clear that this was indeed the primary aim of the government’s Muslim 
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settlement policy. In a coded telegram, dated 23 January 1916, to the province of Suriye, for 
instance, the government stated:

As it has been communicated to the Province of Syria that it is seen as appropriate to resettle 
in widely dispersed manner and assimilate the Tripolitanian and Algerian immigrants who 
were sent to and now reside in Syria, information should be provided regarding the here-
tofore-taken necessary steps for the resettlement of the aforementioned immigrants to the 
greatest possible extent, the undertaking of communication with the aforementioned prov-
ince, the securing of their [re-]settlement and its results.29

In order to be able to attain its assimilationist goals, the government first had to de-
termine the actual number of Muslim refugees who had fled from the combat regions of 
World War I and their social and cultural backgrounds. The government sent frequent cables 
to these regions requesting such information.30 The investigations and inspections focused 
on the ethnic identities of those Muslims fleeing the war zones. In numerous telegrams, the 
central government asked such questions as “What is the number of Kurdish refugees fleeing 
the war zones? What are the names of the tribes to which they belong? How many youths or 
orphans are there traveling among them? Please report . . .”31 Or: “Of those refugees coming 
into the province from the war zones, which cities or tribes are they Turkish, Kurdish or Ira-
nian, and as for the Iranians: what city or tribe do they come from? Are they Shi’ite or Sunni 
[Muslims]? What language [do they speak]? To what tribe do the Kurds belong? Where [are 
they from], how many are they, and to where have they been sent?”32

Another problem that had to be resolved was to determine whether or not it was pos-
sible to designate separate areas in which the Turkish and non-Turkish Muslims could be 
resettled. For this purpose specific questions were asked of each of the potential areas of re-
settlement. Officials hoped, for example, to send Turkish refugees to the Baghdad region, and 
to this effect a cable was sent to the provincial administration in June 1916 asking whether 
or not Turkish refugees, if sent to the area, would be able to preserve their own language and 
national identity.33

The government’s actions in regard to the Kurdish population demonstrate its as-
similation policies toward non-Turkish Muslims. On the basis of the detailed information 
that has been gathered on the ethnic and cultural makeup of Central and Western Anatolia, 
the authorities viewed these areas as suitable for resettling some of the indigenous Kurd-
ish population in order to facilitate its assimilation. In a January 1916 cable to the empire’s 
western provinces, the İAMM stated that it has been considering “the deportation of those 
Kurds who have fled to the interior due to the wartime conditions to the western provinces 
of Anatolia.” After then reporting the need for “information regarding the Kurds and Kurd-
ish villages who are now in the [respective] inner province[s as a result of] earlier orders,” 
the telegram goes on to ask “where the Kurdish villages are [and] how many there are; how 
many persons there are? Do they preserve their original language and customs? What are 
their relations like with the Turkish villagers and villages with whom they associate? Com-
mence immediately with an investigation and provide a detailed report, including [personal] 
assessment.”34

After areas of settlement were found that were seen as amenable to the assimilation 
of Muslim refugees, care was taken not to send different ethnic groups to the same loca-
tions. For the displaced Kurds, for example, “The provinces of Konya, Ankara, Kastamonu 
and districts of Niğde, Kayseri, Kütahya, Eskişehir, Amasya and Tokat” were chosen.35 If the 
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number of refugees exceeded the predetermined absorptive capacity of a given province or 
district, the excess refugees were to be sent to other regions, not randomly but according to 
set criteria as to the ethnic makeup of both the refugees themselves and the destinations cho-
sen.36 It was prohibited to send Kurdish groups into areas of Arab or Kurdish predominance 
since it was understood that their assimilation into broader Turkish society would be nearly 
impossible within such a milieu. In situations where this had already been done or was still 
underway, officials ordered the process to cease immediately. The AMMU even sent such 
notice to War Minister Enver Pasha in a 3 May 1916 cable, informing him that “it did not 
appear suitable to resettle those displaced Kurds from the Eastern Provinces in districts in 
which there were already Kurds and Arabs present,” and that the decision had therefore been 
rendered to “send them from the war zone into the Anatolian interior.”37

Officials sought to keep displaced persons slated for assimilation from settling togeth-
er in large groups so as to ensure that they fully abandoned their nomadic lifestyles, languag-
es, and customs. The Kurdish refugees in particular were targeted for broad dispersal—and 
their traditional leaders, both religious and secular, were separated from and settled apart 
from their communities. In fact, this policy of “separating the nomads’ leaders (sheikhs, 
beys, aghas) from the main group of nomads and then settling them in cities and towns”—
”detaching the head from the body,” as Kemal Karpat has characterized it—had actually been 
in existence since the nineteenth century.38

The principal lines of the government’s Kurdish resettlement policy were stated openly 
in various cables sent to the provinces in May 1916. A cable sent on 4 May to the provincial 
districts of Urfa, Marash, and Antep, for example, states that:

[I]t is absolutely necessary that if there are Kurdish refugees who were previously sent the 
members of these tribes should be separated from their leaders, with the leaders being settled 
in the towns and the [other] individual [member]s being dispersed in the Turkish villages 
that are scattered throughout the southern part of the district, two or three households per 
village, so that they will not all be resettled together as a group in one place; this, in order that 
they abandon the nomadic lifestyle that they have lived [until now], as well as their language 
and customs. . . .[That t]he sheikhs and imams be settled separately from the [other] mem-
bers of the tribe, and that other members of the tribe should likewise be resettled in a dis-
persed manner and that relations between the tribal leaders, the sheikhs and the individual 
members should not be allowed to continue.39

V. Implementing the 5–10 Percent Rule
The government also sought to ensure that the Kurdish population in the new places of set-
tlement not exceed five percent of the total population. This concern is expressed, openly and 
repeatedly, in many of the communications sent out to the provinces,40 and applied equally 
to all non-Turkish groups without any distinction for religion. One order, for example, em-
phasized that “the Albanians and Bosnians [being sent to the region] be placed in a dispersed 
fashion among the Turkish population at ratio of 1:10.”41

Similar actions were carried out vis-à-vis the Greek population of Bursa and its envi-
rons. In July 1916 the governor ordered the Greek immigrants in Bursa to be dispersed among 
the Turkish villages at a proportion not to exceed 10 percent of the total population. A subse-
quent report by the Greek Orthodox Church claims that [t]he governor “was simply carrying 
out an organised plan by the CUP, having as an object to convert them to Mohammedanism.”42



Young Turks and Plans for Ethnic Homogenization of Anatolia 267

The 5–10 percent criterion was also put in place for the Armenians. Noteworthy, how-
ever, are the differences in implementation between western and eastern Anatolia. During 
the period of “emptying out” Anatolia of its Armenian population, this criterion was not 
applied in the eastern provinces where Armenians were thick on the ground. All of the Ar-
menians in these regions were deported without any attempts at separation or dispersion. A 
cable from Interior Minister Talât to the governor of Erzurum in May 1915, when the first 
mass deportations took place, explains this situation clearly: “since the province is on the 
border with Russia, according to the principle that we follow not a single Armenian is to be 
allowed to remain there.”43

Similarly, another telegram to the governors’ offices of the eastern provinces on 20 
June 1915 informed them that “all Armenians living in the towns and villages in the province 
are to be deported along with their families, and without exception, and sent to the province 
of Mosul and the regions of Urfa and [Deyr-i] Zor.”44

In the western provinces of Anatolia, however, where the Armenian population was 
not as concentrated, the policy that was followed tended to be either to leave them where 
they were or to subject them to an “internal dispersion” within the same province where they 
lived according to the 5–10 percent rule. An August 1915 coded telegram from the Security 
Directorate to the provincial district of Antalya, for instance, informed the local officials 
that “in light of their small numbers, there is at present no need to deport the Armenians 
from there.”45 The directorate sent another cable to the district of Çanakkale in early June 
advising that “if a suitable destination for deportation and resettlement within the district 
can be found [send them there], but if such a place cannot be found, send them to Karesi 
[Balıkesir].”46

In an August 1915 cable to the district governor of İzmit, the Security Directorate 
granted permission for some of the local Armenians to remain in the area on the condition 
that they be dispersed into the Muslim villages in the region.47 A follow-up cable on the same 
day reads that “it has been reported to the High Command that the Armenian workers whose 
continued service at the felt factory in İzmit is currently necessary should, in light of their 
deportation, be settled in Muslim villages [so as to constitute no more than] five percent [of 
the total population] and in a manner that will not prevent their continued employment.”48

In numerous cables, sent to the provinces at regular intervals, central government 
functionaries asked for current population figures for Christian communities—distinguish-
ing Catholics from Protestants, and those slated for deportation but not yet sent from those 
having newly arrived after being deported from other areas. Beyond simple population 
counts, one of the main bits of information the authorities wished to learn was the exact 
percentages of the population that these various groups comprised—especially in relation to 
the Muslims. For example, a telegram from the Security Directorate, dated 25 August 1915 
and sent to almost all of the provinces of Anatolia asked the following questions:

How many Armenians are left within the province/provincial district who are currently be-
ing deported[?] How many Armenians are currently present there who are to be deported 
from the other areas to the designated regions, and where are they located[?] How many 
Armenians currently being deported are there on the roads, at the [train] stations and in 
the villages? How many Catholic and Protestant Armenians are there within the province/
provincial district[?] Of these how many have already been deported and how many are there 
at this moment? What are the separate percentages of remaining Protestant and Catholic 
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[Armenians] vis-a-vis the Muslim population[?] It is of urgent import that a reply [to these 
questions] be sent off within no later than three days.49

At the outset of the mass deportations, a decision was made to ensure that the 5–10 
percent rule was adhered to in the newly resettled areas. The Ottoman Ministry of War, in a 
memo to the Interior Ministry on 26 May 1915, stated that “the Armenian population must 
not exceed 10% of the number of [nomadic] tribal and Muslim inhabitants of the place to 
which they are sent.”50

Orders were subsequently sent to the provinces along the lines of this decision. Cables 
relayed to a great number of provincial and local administrative officials on 5 July 1915 de-
fined the borders of the new areas designated for the resettlement of the Armenians, then 
added the reminder that the Armenians should be settled in these areas at a level of 10 per-
cent of the [total] Muslim population.”51

Special care would continue to be given to the question of population ratios in the re-
settlement of Armenian deportees. In a cable to the province of Aleppo on 8 September 1915 
the Security Directorate advised that

the wholesale acceptance of [all] the Armenians sent there from various locales and their re-
settlement in the [provincial] center and periphery is not acceptable since it will subsequently 
result in them forming a relative majority in this area,” and therefore, “they should be con-
stantly monitored from this consideration and all of those [Armenian deportees] apart from 
those who have arrived already should not be sent to the interior of the province and instead 
be sent to the area around Urfa.52

Information regarding the 5–10 percent criterion for resettlement can also be found in 
the German and American documentation. In his report of 30 December 1915, the Ameri-
can Consul in Harput, Leslie Davis, states that “of nearly a hundred thousand Armenians 
who were in this Vilayet a year ago, there are probably not more than four thousand left. It 
has been reported recently that not more than five per cent of the Armenians were to be left. 
It is doubtful if that many remain now.”53

Rössler, the German Consul in Aleppo, gave similar information in a report from 27 
April 1916. Regarding the provincial district of Deyr-i Zor, he wrote that

according to what I have learned from a Turkish officer who arrived from Deyr-i Zor on 20 
April 1916, the District Governor of the Deyr-i Zor provincial district received orders to leave 
[only enough] Armenians so that they would make up [no more than] 10% of the [total] local 
population while the rest should be sent further on to Mosul. The population of Deyr-i Zor 
can be estimated at about 20,000 souls. It is said that at least 15,000 of these are Armenians 
who were sent there, meaning that at least 13,000 of them will have to be deported [to some-
where else].54

In his report of 29 July 1916 Rössler informed the German Embassy that on the seven-
teenth of the month the Armenians in the Deyr-i Zor district had received the order to leave 
the region, since the central government had decided that Armenians should comprise no 
more than 10 percent of the district’s population. The consul added that “it would be neces-
sary to annihilate those who were left over.” In line with this goal the then-district governor 
of Deyr-i Zor, Suad Bey, was removed from his post and transferred to Baghdad and in his 
place the district “received a merciless successor.”55
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Indeed, Suad Bey was removed and Salih Zeki was appointed as new official to the 
region with the basic task of eliminating the Armenians in the Deyr-i Zor region. According 
to different sources the number of Armenians massacred during the 1916 summer months 
was around 200,000.56

VI. One Important Result of the 5–10 Percent Policy
In and of itself, this decision to ensure that the number of deported and resettled Armenians 
would not exceed a level 5–10 percent of the local population of their new locale provides 
ample indication that the aim of the government’s policy was the annihilation of the Ar-
menians. The number of Armenians deported from their ancestral lands was, according to 
Ottoman statistics, more than one million. This number is almost equal to the Muslim popu-
lations of the areas chosen for their resettlement. These areas were defined initially in one 
Interior Ministry telegram of 24 April 1915 as “the southeastern portion of [the province of] 
Aleppo, and the vicinities of [Deyr-i] Zor and Urfa.”57 On 5 July 1915 the area designated for 
resettlement was expanded somewhat and the government informed the relevant districts 
and provinces with a cipher cable. It read:

As it has appeared necessary the areas set aside for the resettlement of Armenians have been 
changed and expanded. They will be settled in the existing towns and villages at a rate of no 
more than 10 percent of the Muslim population in: 1–The southern and western portions of 
the province of Mosul, including the towns and villages of the provincial district of Kirkuk 
that lie 80 kilometers from the Iranian border; 2–The eastern and southern [parts of the] 
provincial district of [Deyr-i] Zor, including 25 kilometers of border with Diyârbakır and the 
settled areas in the Khabur and Euphrates river valleys. 3–In all the towns and villages in the 
eastern, southern and southwestern portions of the province of Aleppo (but not in the north-
ern part) which are within 25 kilometers of the rail line, including the provincial districts of 
Havran and Kerek in the province of Syria.58

Assuming that the number of Armenians who were to be resettled was nowhere to ex-
ceed 10 percent of the local Muslim population, we will first need to learn the figures for the 
Muslim population in a given area in order to learn its “capacity” for absorbing Armenians. 
If we calculate the total population for the provinces where Armenians were to be settled, 
we attain a total number of 1,892,393, of whom 1,680,721 were Muslims.59 The emerging 
picture is very simple: the total Armenian population designated to be settled (in keeping 
with the Ottoman government’s 10 percent ceiling) was not supposed to exceed a figure of 
approximately 168,000.

The American Consul in Aleppo, J. B. Jackson, reported that he had learned from reli-
able sources that since 3 February 1916 some 486,000 Armenians were living in the environs 
of the Aleppo and Damascus (Şam) region and along the Euphrates River as far as Deyr-i 
Zor.60 In other words, this figure was far above—at least 220,000 persons above—the 10 per-
cent maximum ordered by the government. Such calculations might help us to understand 
the reasons for the second wave of massacres in Syria (at Res ül-Ayn İntilli and Deyr-i Zor) 
in the spring and summer of 1916, in which around 200,000 Armenians lost their lives. To 
put it in the terms of cold calculation, the number of Armenians who arrived safely in the 
region was seen as much too high for its absorptive capacity, and thus needed to be reduced.61

According to Ottoman figures, the prewar Armenian population of Anatolia was 1.3 
million; according to the Armenian [Gregorian] Church, the figure was 2.1 million. All es-
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timates fall somewhere between these numbers.62 For example, according to some Ottoman 
documents, even the Ottoman authorities admitted that their official numbers were low and 
at least 30 percent must be added on top.63 The figures that one arrives at of Armenians sub-
jected to deportation will vary widely depending on which of these two numbers one uses as 
a starting point. Whichever figure we use, a safe estimate is that somewhere in the vicinity of 
one million Armenians were deported.64

Murat Bardakçị, a Turkish writer and journalist of popular histories, recently pub-
lished a book which includes some documents he calls “the daily journal of Talât Pasha,” 
actually a report, commissioned by Pasha in his capacity of Grand Vizier, showing the distri-
bution of Armenians in Ottoman provinces. There are two very important documents in this 
publication. One is about the population of Armenians before and after the deportations and 
is probably from 1918; it claims that there were 1,256,403 Armenians living in Anatolia. The 
document also says that “it is appropriate to add 30 percent on top of this number” and to es-
timate the number of Armenians around 1.5 million. According to the same document, after 
the deportations the number of Armenians who survived was officially 284,157, and again 
30 percent must be added on top of this number. Hence, we have a figure of approximately 
350,000 Armenians who survived.65 If we take this number as a basis and deduct the number 
of Armenians who escaped to Russia, which is estimated between 200,000 and 300,000, we 
can arrive at the number of Armenians who perished during the Genocide, around 900,000 
to one million. This is very close to the official Ottoman number, 800,000.

In the second document, we find the numbers of deported Armenians for each city, 
which allows us to estimate the total number of deported Armenians. According to Talât 
Pasha’s personal papers, the number of Armenians subjected to forced emigration was 
924,158.66 Of course we have to add 30 percent to this number too, and we then arrive at a 
figure of 1.2 million deported Armenians. But this figure can easily be shown to be mistaken. 
If we look the list of provinces and villages from which the Armenians were deported, we 
will see that a great many provinces from which we have decisive proof that Armenians 
were also deported are missing from this list.67 As one can easily see from the list of “miss-
ing” locations—Istanbul, Edirne, Aydịn, Bolu, Kastamonu, Van, parts of Syria, Antalya, Biga, 
Eskişehir, İçel, Kütahya, Menteşe, Çatalca, and Urfa—many were far from inconsequential 
areas of Armenian settlement.68 Thus, if we take the both documents as our foundation, we 
can confidently say that the number of deported Armenians were around 1.3 or 1.4 million. 
The British historian Toynbee estimated the number of deported Armenians as 1.2 million, 
which is the closest estimate of the time.69

The question that cannot be answered—or perhaps can be, but only indirectly—is how 
1.2 million Armenians were to be made into only 10 percent of a Muslim population of just 
under 1.7 million?

VII. Muslim Refugees Denied Permission to Settle Where They Wish
One of the most significant pieces of evidence that the settling of deportees and refugees was 
done according to a prearranged plan is the simple fact that they were forcibly settled in des-
ignated areas and most definitely not wherever they wished. The government sent a detailed 
communiqué to all of the relevant provinces and provincial districts on 25 August 1915 that 
listed the steps to be followed in the process of resettlement.

From this circular it is clear that some of the refugees did not go to the areas to which 
they had been directed, choosing instead to flee to other places. The determination to pre-
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vent the free movement of peoples occupied a large part of the government’s concerns and 
efforts. Numerous telegrams to the provinces testify to this fact. One sent to Urfa on 15 April 
1916, for instance, states that “it is entirely unacceptable that the deportees should go to other 
destinations instead of to their [designated] places of resettlement,” and demands that “the 
deportees not be allowed to sneak off and that measures be taken to prevent this.”70 Another 
document further orders that those displaced persons who did not go to the destinations that 
had been determined for them in advance were to be forcibly sent there. In the telegram it 
was ordered that they were to be sent off “to their designated place of resettlement without 
any opportunity whatsoever being given for them to run off or flee elsewhere.”71

In some regions, even after being resettled, the refugees continued to flee from their 
new homes; in response, the government imposed harsh measures to prevent this. An Inte-
rior Ministry cable to Bursa on 31 December 1917 said:

Reports have been received from the province of Hüdavendigâr (Bursa) that a large number 
of deportees from Batum has arrived in Bursa, and that many of these ran off or disappeared 
over the course of the journey. Although they claim that this province was not, in fact, their 
[correct] area for resettlement . . . absolutely no deportee should be allowed to escape in such 
a fashion . . . [and] any [official] who shows complacency or negligence [in this matter] will 
be severely punished.72

This prohibition and strict enforcement also covered the Turkish refugees. A telegram 
from January 1918 to the province of Adana gives some idea of just how close the monitoring 
was in this matter.

Of those [Muslim] refugees who fled Rumelia after the Balkan War[s] and those Turkish and 
Kurdish refugees that left the provinces of Van, Bitlis, and Erzurum for Adana, the Kurds have 
been registered to be resettled in certain areas and absolutely no permission whatsoever will 
be given for them to go to any other place, whereas with the Turks, when the registries will 
be sent to the province’s office of immigration they will have to be registered in the registry 
of “foreigners” and their registration in the basic registries will be marked and papers drawn 
up.73

This firm—even harsh—attitude toward all Muslim immigrants, Turkish and non-Turkish, 
is another clear indication that the government’s population and settlement policies were 
being undertaken according to a comprehensive plan possessing clearly defined criteria for 
resettlement.

Conclusion
Not all of the deportations and relocations that are claimed to have taken place between 1913 
and 1918 were the result of a centrally planned population and settlement policy for which 
all the details had been worked out in advance. But that such a policy existed is clear. From 
the existing documents from the Interior Ministry’s Cipher Office we can see that there were 
five main reasons for the movement of populations during this period.

First, those groups of Christians whose presence was considered to be a threat (in 
particular, the Greeks in the Aegean coastal regions, the Syriac Christians in the Mardin-
Diyarbakır area, and all Armenian citizens) were to be removed from Anatolia through 
forced emigration or expulsion, and Muslims were to be resettled in these areas in their place. 



272 Taner Akçam

In the case of the Aegean Greeks, this removal was accomplished in the spring and summer 
of 1914 partially through forced deportation to Greece, but in greater measure through a 
campaign of threat, intimidation, looting, and a limited number of killings. The Armenians, 
on the other hand, were deported beginning in May 1915 and many were massacred on the 
way or left to die in the desert wastes. In addition to the Armenians, a significant number of 
the Syriac Christians were also massacred (see chapter 17).

In tandem with the removal of undesired populations, the Muslim population arriving 
from the Balkans and Caucasus regions was systematically resettled in the Christian villages 
that had been emptied out. These resettlement efforts, which began in the Aegean region in 
1913, would reach a new level with the wholesale evacuation of the Armenian villages in 
1915 and continue on through much of the war. The Prime Minister’s Archives in Istanbul 
are replete with documents describing plans for relocating these populations.74 In general, 
the government attempted to ensure that the new immigrants would have their material 
needs met through the “abandoned property, existing provisions, clothing and other pos-
sessions” left behind by the departing Armenians and Greeks; in fact, the various “Liquida-
tion Commissions,” which were originally formed in order to monitor abandoned Armenian 
properties, were eventually entrusted with the task of providing for the immigrants’ needs.75

Second, a great many more Christian citizens of the empire were deported or other-
wise forcibly displaced at various times for military reasons. In October 1914 the decision 
was taken for military reasons to remove from the area of the Iranian border those “Nestori-
ans [Christians] who were susceptible to foreign incitements,” and to resettle them in places 
in the center of Anatolia such as Ankara and Konya.76 The forcible removal of Greek Ortho-
dox Christians—especially those situated along the Black Sea and Aegean coasts—and their 
relocation in the Anatolian hinterlands grew considerably in scale at the end of 1916 and 
into 1917, and is another example of the Ottomans’ policy of directed population transfers.

Third, in large measure the forcible deportation and resettlement actions were the re-
sult of political concerns: into this category we can place the first deportations that were 
directed at the Armenian community, which occurred in the Çukurova region between Feb-
ruary and April 1915. Since it was feared that the Armenians of the region would receive 
military assistance from abroad and revolt, they were first deported from the İskenderun and 
Dörtyol areas and resettled in Adana.77

In similar fashion—and for similar reasons—some prominent Arab leaders and fami-
lies in Syria who were thought capable of leading a revolt against the Ottoman regime were 
deported to the Anatolian interior by Fourth Army Commander and Unionist Triumvir 
Cemal Pasha. Documents dealing with the subject openly state that the action was taken 
“for political reasons.”78 Another such politically motivated deportation was the one against 
many of the members of the new Jewish Yishuv (settlement) in Palestine. In August 1915, for 
example, the interior minister sent a message to the Fourth Army Commander demanding 
that “those Jewish citizens of the enemy states who are in the lands of Palestine and who are 
hostile to the Ottomans be deported to Çorum.”79 We may even add to this list the deporta-
tion to the middle of Anatolia of some of the more problematic Kurdish tribes that the state 
had had difficulty controlling.80

Fourth, the forcible resettling of Muslim populations fleeing the war zones in the Ana-
tolian interior was not planned in advance, but rather was the result of a necessity born of 
war. This applies, in particular, to the attempts to resettle the massive and unexpected wave of 
refugees that appeared in the wake of military setbacks on the Caucasian Front. The Muslim 
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refugees were also settled in the now-empty Armenian and Greek towns and villages and 
thus became a part of the government’s concrete population and settlement policies.81 Ac-
cording to some sources, there were some 702,900 Muslims who fled before the advancing 
Russian armies in the years 1915 and 1916 alone; these were largely resettled in central and 
western Anatolia (see chapter 18).82

Finally, there were deportations that were carried out by the local authorities without 
either consultation or notification of the central government. An example of this type can 
be seen in a December 1914 telegram to the provincial district of Jerusalem, which indicates 
that “evictions” were already being carried out long before the central government instituted 
any wide-ranging deportation operations.83 In another cable sent by Talât to the provincial 
district of Jerusalem on 6 February 1915, the interior minister complained about this situa-
tion and demanded that no further persons be deported without prior permission.84 Certain 
Druze families were also deported, in one instance from Havran to the county of Osmaniye 
in the Adana region.85 Even Italian citizens were deported from Jerusalem, as Talât would 
also learn after the fact.86

As this chapter has shown, the breakup of an empire into nation states involves much 
more than geographic realignments or simple redrawings of borders. It also signals the 
emergence of an exclusivist national identity that stands in tension with the social dy-
namics of an empire that transcends national identities. Emerging in a period of dramatic 
territorial losses, Turkish identity was defined in two ways: exclusively, in relation to the 
country’s native Christians, and inclusively, in relation to the non-Turkic Muslim peoples 
of Anatolia. The first group faced deportations and, sometimes, mass killings, the second, 
assimilation into a loosely defined Turkish-Islamic ideology. Both the fear of geographical 
extinction and the tension between exclusion and inclusion persist in Turkish national 
identity to this day.
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Paving the Way for Ethnic 
Cleansing
EASTERN THR ACE DURING THE BALK AN 
WARS (1912–1913) AND THEIR AFTERMATH

Eyal Ginio

On 13 March 1913 the newly established Special Office (Kalem-i Mahsus) in the Ottoman 
Ministry of Internal Affairs issued a ciphered telegram to the governor of Karesi (present-
day Balıkesir, Turkey) in northwestern Anatolia. The official, who signed the telegram in the 
name of his Minister, appealed to the local authorities to prevent any obstacle to the emi-
gration of Bulgarians who were gathering in Istanbul (Karesi province included the harbor 
of Bandırma, from which vessels could transport the emigrants to Bulgaria). The official 
informed the governor that he had recently learned that the Bulgarians’ emigration was be-
ing hampered by demands for the remittance of various debts and that the Bulgarians were 
prevented from selling their belongings. He emphasized that everything should be done in 
order to assist the Bulgarians with their swift emigration.1 Similar telegrams were sporadi-
cally dispatched during the months of March and April 1914 to various provinces in eastern 
Thrace and northwestern Anatolia. They were all in the same vein: local officials should assist 
the fleeing Bulgarians (and, sometimes, also the Greeks) to emigrate from the country.

An unequivocal explanation for this policy appeared in another telegram that was sent 
to the governor of Karesi by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. In this telegram, the subject was 
the status of the Bulgarians who were indebted to the Ottoman Agricultural Bank (Ziraat 
Bankası). It was stated that the immovable properties they would leave behind would suffice 
to repay their debts to the bank. It was forbidden, the telegram reiterated, to prevent those 
Bulgarians who wished to leave the country from doing so on the grounds of their failure to 
settle their debts. Furthermore, “the acceleration and assistance for [the Bulgarians’] emigra-
tion correspond better with the state’s interests” (“tesri ve teshil-i azimetleri menafi-i devlet
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daha muvafıktır”).2 At the same time, several religious leaders of the non-Muslim inhabitants 
of these areas dispatched petitions to the Ministry of Internal Affairs to complain about the 
harassment endured by the non-Muslims in their residences and during their emigration. 
They all spoke of an unprecedented atmosphere of disorder, hatred, and revenge that was 
reigning in eastern Thrace.3

Erik Jan Zürcher argues that the transfer of the Bulgarian population following the 
Balkan Wars was “strictly on a voluntary basis.”4 While it is true that at least during the 
months of March and April 1914 we cannot speak yet of a general and state-sponsored policy 
to transfer the Bulgarian population, it is clear from the above-mentioned telegrams and 
many others kept in the Ottoman Archives of the Prime Ministry (Başbakanlık) in Istanbul 
that the Ministry of Internal Affairs approved of the Bulgarians’ emigration and did all it 
could to encourage and to carry out the immediate removal of its own citizens to the land 
of its enemies. This new type of exclusion that targeted a section of Ottoman society was an 
innovation in state policy toward religious minorities.

What began as sporadic cases of harassment and deportation received international 
recognition as early as 29 September 1913 when the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria included 
in their peace agreement a clause that sanctioned the mutual transfer of populations from the 
new border between the two states in Thrace and mutual compensation for those who chose 
to emigrate permanently from one county to the other. The treaty envisioned the exchange 
of about 50,000 people from each side of the border and therefore was limited in its scope. 
However, the cases presented above indicate that Bulgarians living in areas relatively distant 
from the newly drawn border were compelled to emigrate. Similar discussions on popula-
tion exchange took place between the Ottomans and the Greek government. The outbreak of 
World War I hindered the conclusion of a similar pact.5 The principle of population transfer 
was therefore legitimized and became an accepted method of solving what was considered at 
times to be “a problem of alien minorities.” Indeed, Norman Naimark states that “as result of 
the Balkan Wars, massive population transfers and ethnic separatism became part of modern 
European conflict and made their way into the vocabulary of peacemaking.”6

The Balkan Wars (October 1912–August 1913) can serve as a case study to explore 
changing Ottoman ethnic policies, as well as to discuss the different meanings of collective 
identities during this period in Ottoman history. Furthermore, as will be demonstrated in 
this chapter, following the Ottoman defeat in the Balkan Wars, the process of exclusion be-
gan its most earnest phase in the recently reshaped borderlands of the Ottoman State: eastern 
Thrace. I will claim that fear of what was seen as a treacherous fifth column inhabiting the 
sensitive border of the defeated Empire, as well as calls for vengeance, played a major role 
in implementing such a discriminatory policy. Therefore, I will argue that the Balkan Wars 
redirected the formation of the Ottoman nation according to religious lines. It was mainly in 
eastern Thrace that the fiery debates that took place in the capital regarding the external and 
internal borders of the national community turned into concrete actions targeting those who 
were now pushed outside of the nation.

This chapter aims to explore the development of an excluding discourse in the policy 
of the Ottoman Empire toward its non-Muslim populations, as it appeared in the press, in 
the memoir literature, and in various other publications during the Balkan Wars and their 
aftermath. I will argue that Ottoman policy toward its minorities at the outbreak of hostilities 
in October 1912 began to take a very different path, as we will see clearly after first looking at 
the relatively inclusive discourse (and practice) that prevailed with regard to the non-Mus-
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lims in the Ottoman nation during the first weeks of the first Balkan War. After briefly dem-
onstrating this, I will present the narratives of total rout that quickly appeared during and 
following the first Balkan War and their emphasis on the role assigned to the non-Muslims 
(mostly Greeks and Bulgarians) in the military debacle and the ensuing atrocities against 
local Muslim populations. I will show how these narratives contributed to the singling out 
of non-Muslims as traitors and to their subsequent exclusion from the imagined Ottoman 
nation. These changes, I will argue, make the Balkan Wars the true watershed in the way the 
Ottoman state perceived its non-Muslim populations. The first who suffered from this new 
exclusionist approach were the Christians who inhabited the European area later known 
as eastern Thrace that remained under Ottoman sway following the Balkan Wars. It was in 
these borderlands that Ottoman non-Muslims fell victim to a nascent nationalist movement 
that perceived them as aliens and as a threat on the national community and its cohesion.

Eastern Thrace as a Borderland
The mostly flat area of eastern Thrace was the major front of the Balkan Wars. Known to 
contemporaries as the “Eastern Front,” it separated Bulgaria from the Ottoman capital of Is-
tanbul. Indeed, in Thrace it was mainly the advancing Bulgarian Army that bore the brunt of 
the fighting against the Ottoman Eastern Army. Following the outbreak of hostilities in this 
area on 18 October, the first major military encounter took place in Kırkkilise (Kırklareli). 
Over the course of three days (22–24 October) the invading Bulgarian army fought the Ot-
tomans along a 36-mile front stretching from Kırkkilise to Edirne. Suffering from heavy ca-
sualties and the loss of military equipment, the demoralized Ottoman army hastily retreated. 
After a few days’ break in the hostilities the two armies met again in Lüleburgaz. Following a 
four-day battle (29 October–1 November) in which the Bulgarian attack benefited from very 
effective artillery use, the victorious Bulgarian army was able to further advance as far as the 
defense line of Çatalca, only 20 miles away from the center of Istanbul.

On their way to Istanbul, the Bulgarians were able to lead a siege on the fortified city 
of Edirne. Under the command of Ferik Mehmet Şükrü Paşa, manned by a garrison of about 
52,500 soldiers, and supported by mighty fortifications, the city was able to endure a siege of 
about five months until its capitulation on 26 March 1913. The Bulgarians were therefore able 
to establish their control over the whole of Thrace.

By the spring of 1913 the debate between the Balkan allies with regard to the division 
of the gained territories quickly deteriorated into military confrontation. Convinced of the 
righteousness of its claims in Macedonia and the strength of its army, isolated Bulgaria at-
tacked its former allies, Serbia and Greece, on the night of 29–30 June. The Bulgarian army 
evacuated the Ottoman front to face its new adversaries. The collapse of the Balkan League 
offered the Ottomans the opportunity to regain some of their lost territories. The Ottomans 
ignored the European protests, and Ottoman units, under the command of Enver Bey, retook 
Edirne without firing a shot (23 July), as well as most parts of eastern Thrace. The inclusion 
of Edirne within Ottoman borders was secured in the ensuing peace accord signed with Bul-
garia in Istanbul on 30 September 1913.7

The civilian populations of eastern Thrace—Muslim and non-Muslim—present an il-
luminating case study of the deterioration of ethnic relations in the Late Ottoman period 
and during the first decades of the Turkish Republic. During the Balkan Wars, this region 
became the main battlefield in which the Ottoman state faced its major routs, but it also was 
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the scene of the Ottomans’ most decisive attempts to survive against their Bulgarian foes and 
their allies.8 Prior to the Balkan Wars eastern Thrace had a large population of Muslims and 
non-Muslims: Bulgarians, Greeks, Jews, and Armenians. Their exact numbers are hard to 
determine, as eastern Thrace was a new administrative concept that emerged only follow-
ing the territorial losses of the Balkan Wars and encompassed most of what was left of the 
European provinces of the Ottoman state. Therefore, we do not have any Ottoman official 
assessments of the region’s population prior to the Balkan Wars. Prior to the outbreak of 
the Balkan Wars, eastern Thrace was to a large extent part of Edirne province (vilayet). The 
population of the province was estimated in the 1887/88 census at 200,808, of which 39.3 
percent were Muslims, 38.4 Greeks, 15.9 Bulgarians, 0.04 Jews, and 0.02 Armenians.9 How-
ever, as Zürcher estimates, most of the Muslim population inhabited the western parts of the 
provinces that were allocated to Bulgaria following the Balkan Wars (and later, in 1919, to 
Greece), while the population of eastern Thrace was mainly non-Muslim.10 Edirne (Greek: 
Adrianopole; Bulgarian: Odrin; Ladino: Andrinópoli), the administrative centre of the prov-
ince, represented this ethnic diversity. It harbored prior to the first Balkan War a population 
of about 90,000 people—47,000 Turks, 20,000 Greeks, 15,000 Jews, 4,000 Armenians, 2,000 
Bulgarians, and others.11

For most of its Ottoman history, this region, “the gates to Istanbul,” was in the very 
heart of the Ottoman state. Edirne served as the second Ottoman capital ca. 1365–1453 and 
thereafter as a popular retreat for the sultans and their households. This prestigious position 
ensured the patronage of the ruling dynasty, which was manifested in the construction of 
large religious and imperial complexes. These impressive sets of buildings were rivaled only 
by those of the capital, Istanbul.

However, following the debacle of the Balkan Wars, eastern Thrace became a sensitive 
borderland adjacent to the Bulgarian border (and after World War I also to the Greek bor-
der). This area’s final shape was determined in 1915 in the accord in which the Ottoman state 
had to surrender Dimetoka (Greek: Didymoteicho) to Bulgaria in order to secure Bulgaria’s 
entry into World War I on the side of the Central Powers. Furthermore, the area of eastern 
Thrace became a clear example for the process of ethnic homogenization that took place in 
many parts of the post-Ottoman lands during the first half of the twentieth century; its varied 
population of Turks, Greeks, Armenians, and Jews lost its multiconfessional and multiethnic 
characteristics due to a continuous process of intimidating and transferring large segments 
of the population. The Bulgarians’ swift victories in October–November 1912 allowed them 
to conquer most of the area up to the Çatalca line. Following the advance of the Bulgarian 
army and the subsequent atrocities against the local Muslim population, many of the Mus-
lim inhabitants hastily fled to Istanbul where they were able to find a temporary shelter.12 A 
vivid description of the Bulgarian atrocities can be found in the Carnegie Endowment report 
published in 1913.13 During the brief Second Balkan War (July–August 1913), the Ottoman 
army was able to conquer the area without firing one shot. It was now the turn of the Bulgar-
ian civil population to suffer from reprisals. The Greeks and the Armenians left the province 
following the Treaty of Lausanne (1923) and the retreat of the Greek army from the province 
following a brief Greek occupation (1920–1922); finally, the Jewish population of the prov-
ince largely left it during the first two decades of the Turkish republic in the face of official 
and popular pressure exerted on it, the last remaining minority population. The demise of 
the Ottoman Empire and the foundation of the Turkish republic put unprecedented pressure 
on all the Jewish communities of Turkey. They were required to assimilate linguistically and 
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culturally into Turkish society. This pressure must be seen as part of the overall anti-minority 
attitude that prevailed in public opinion in the Republic’s first years. It seems that the lot of 
the Jewish community in Thrace (including Edirne) was the harshest. Living on a sensitive 
border area and becoming the only non-Muslim minority following the departure of the 
Bulgarian, Greek, and Armenian populations, the Jews of Edirne suffered from verbal and 
occasional physical assaults as well as from legal restrictions on their economic activities. 
These assaults reached their peak with the attacks on Jews in the major towns of eastern 
Thrace in 1934. The agitation of mobs in Edirne that involved some physical attacks on Jews 
and multiplying threats against the community spread panic among the members of Edirne 
Jewry. Thousands of them immigrated permanently to Istanbul, although the government 
intervened to stop the attacks and assured the Jews of their safety. The community never 
recovered from this blow.14

Turkish Thrace became a religiously and ethnically homogeneous region with no mi-
norities. Similar results occurred during this period in all the new nation states that were 
established in the Balkans in which the state demanded the assimilation of its minorities into 
the mainstream. Those who were reckoned to be unfit for assimilation were marginalized 
and sometimes persecuted by various means and techniques. However, in the Ottoman case 
of eastern Thrace, this process had already begun under the authority of the still multiethnic 
and multiconfessional Ottoman state. The following parts of this chapter will attempt to offer 
an explanation for this new Ottoman policy.

“The War against the Ottoman Nation”
On the eve of the outbreak of the military offensive about to be launched by the Balkan 
states, the daily paper Tanin (The Echo), an organ of the Committee of Union and Progress 
(CUP) or the Young Turks, then an opposition party, reported on the patriotic demonstra-
tions that took place in the city of Yanya (Greek: Ioannina). According to the enthusiastic 
reporter, Muslims and Christians gathered together in the streets of the city to demonstrate 
their loathing of the quarrelsome Balkan states and to protest against the imminent war.15

Another reporter, from Salonica, informed his readers about an initiative of local Jews to 
form a regiment of volunteers to fight the enemies of the Ottoman fatherland.16 Similar re-
ports arrived from all corners of the Ottoman state. While we cannot today assess the full 
truth behind these optimistic reports, we can still argue that such accounts clearly reflected 
the official discourse that prevailed during the first weeks of the Balkan War about the ongo-
ing fighting and its aims: the war that was launched by the Balkan states was described as 
an anachronistic and bigoted religious war about to be waged against the Ottoman nation. 
The origins of this conflict could be traced back to the Crusades. The response of the Otto-
man nation to this obsolete challenge was portrayed as a total mobilization of all segments 
of the Ottoman nation: soldiers and civilians, Muslims and non-Muslims, men and women, 
adults and children. This discourse was promoted in official ceremonies, military parades, 
and popular gatherings. However, it was the thriving Ottoman press (including the minori-
ties’ press) that had the greatest power to diffuse these messages and shape an image of a 
general mobilization.

The daily press published enthusiastic reports about the war and military operations. 
The texts were accompanied by abundant photographs and detailed maps. The various jour-
nalists and reporters in the press attempted to explain the official stand of the Ottomans in 
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the war and to instill in the soldiers’ and civilians’ minds a deep belief in the impending Ot-
toman victories on the various fronts. One finds in the press pictures of leading army officers, 
scenes from ongoing battles, reports on new weapons, accounts of heroic deeds performed 
by individual soldiers. All of these images and texts meant to glorify the Ottoman cause to 
promote the all-inclusive Ottomanist discourse.

The Balkan Wars required the embracing of widely accepted identities and the inven-
tion and adoption of symbols that would be meaningful to all sections of Ottoman society. 
The press was responsible for their transmission and dissemination to varied broad strata of 
the population. It devoted large sections of the news to demonstrate the general mobilization 
by producing a new set of heroes who could reflect the diversity of the Ottomans, yet si-
multaneously emphasize the common goal of the Ottoman nation. The Ottoman authorities 
had to take recourse to common symbols that would be attractive to large and diverse target 
groups. The war was depicted and envisioned through the prism of Ottoman patriotism and 
shared citizenship. In the various speeches delivered to the soldiers and the citizens, high of-
ficials employed terms implying Ottoman identity: “the Ottoman nation” (millet), “the Otto-
man fatherland” (vatan), “the national mission,” “the sacred obligation toward the Ottoman 
motherland,” etc.17 The formal use of Islamic symbols was limited.

A major indication of this inclusive policy was that the incumbent sultan, Mehmed 
Reşad V (reigned 1909–1918), in his capacity of caliph (the spiritual leader of the Muslim 
community), did not proclaim a jihad (holy war)18 against the Christian Balkan states. This 
omission was not a coincidence; the Ottomans made an effort to depict themselves as strug-
gling for a noble cause that represented the interests of all populations in the Empire. How-
ever, this discourse of a joint effort to safeguard the future of the shared motherland was soon 
to be replaced with another that put forth the treason of the non-Muslims. For the Turkish-
speaking press and other publications, eastern Thrace became the main arena in which this 
alleged treachery took place. The loyalty of its non-Muslim populations was repeatedly de-
bated and questioned in the press. Most writers believed that they had enough proofs to 
indicate the non-Muslims’ betrayal and enmity toward their Muslim neighbors.

The Evolution of the Discourse of Non-Muslims’ Treason
Defeated nations often trade the sword for the pen.19 In a similar manner, the Ottoman de-
bacle during the Balkan Wars triggered the appearance of various publications that provide 
insight into the contemporary debate about the defeat’s causes, the ensuing internal crisis, 
and the possible new directions that could be taken to achieve transformation, revenge, and 
regeneration. This Ottoman “culture of defeat”—to use Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s term20—rep-
resented the complete crushing of Ottoman self-confidence and the deep disillusionment 
of long-held convictions, but also evoked hope for crucial reforms, change, and national 
renewal.

Within a few weeks after the first Balkan War had begun, the dimensions of the crucial 
defeat became very clear to the Ottomans. A public discussion ensued around this mili-
tary breakdown and its causes and culprits. A straightforward debate appeared first in the 
press and soon later in various publications. People began to ask blunt questions, to look for 
remedies and for new directions. Some of the debated issues were the set of symbols with 
which the Ottoman soldiers had marched into battle and the implementation of the general 
conscription that included non-Muslims. The scale of the war literature that appeared during 
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the year that separated the Balkan Wars from the outbreak of World War I is impressive in 
its size, diversity, and openness. A major place in this “culture of defeat” was given to east-
ern Thrace and its diversified populations. Many Turkish-speaking publicists and authors 
perceived this area as the main representation of Ottoman military feebleness and of civil 
sufferings in the face of unprecedented Bulgarian atrocities. The alleged cooperation of the 
Christian population of eastern Thrace with the Bulgarian army was often mentioned.

The turning of the area into a borderland did not imply its remoteness. On the con-
trary, the proximity of eastern Thrace to the capital, its accessibility and its significant place as 
the cradle of the Ottoman presence in the Balkans, located eastern Thrace as a major symbol 
of the Balkan Wars. The region’s transfer into a sensitive borderzone and the understanding 
that along this front line the future of the Ottoman state was to be determined, placed it in 
the major spotlight of the Ottoman press. The reconquest of the area by the Ottoman army 
during the brief Second Balkan War enabled the Ottoman press (and Ottoman officials) to 
survey the region and to fully report to their readers about the atrocities that took place in it; 
these reports contained frequent mentions of the alleged behavior of the Christian popula-
tion and the Bulgarian policy of scorched earth.21

One major genre that characterizes the Ottoman war literature of the Balkan Wars 
is the memoirs written by military commanders. The traumatic events of the Balkan Wars 
prompted some of its senior participants to publish their diaries and to expose their experi-
ence of the war. Many of them endeavored to provide their readers with rational explanations 
for the defeat. Probably writing under the urge to establish their own blamelessness, they 
described the war as a major watershed in the history of the Ottoman nation, a complete ca-
tastrophe that could be repaired only if the Ottoman state would draw the right conclusions 
and implement the needed crucial reforms. As firsthand eyewitnesses to the military catas-
trophe, their testimonies dominated the public debate. They first appeared in the daily press; 
some of them were later published in separate books. These memoirs disclose a profound 
debate about the validity of the current symbols and about the future character of Ottoman 
identity. Against the background of total defeat and confusion, the different authors suggest 
an assortment of explanations. However, all of them asserted that one of the main problems 
was the low morale and the lack of a clear and meaningful ideological message that would 
unite soldiers and civilians alike around well-defined aims. Many authors pondered the non-
Muslims’ role in the defeat.

Some of the authors of these articles and booklets questioned the general loyalty of 
the non-Muslim population. Poor performance of the non-Muslim soldiers in battle and 
hostile behavior by the non-Muslim population that inhabited the areas in which the con-
frontations with the enemy took place were brought up as evidence for the non-Muslims’ 
infamous treachery. Mehmut Muhtar Paşa, the commander of the Third Corps, claims to 
have concluded his memoirs in the terrible days when Edirne finally capitulated to the Bul-
garian army (March 1913). His accounts and explanations for the defeat are illuminating, as 
he stood at the head of the Eastern Front and oversaw, quite desperately, the panicky retreat 
of his troops from the Bulgarian border to the outskirts of Istanbul. His book was published 
later that year and thus was one of the first that dealt with the military rout. It is filled with 
scenes of failure and incompetence. The routed commander repeatedly searched for explana-
tions concerning the inadequate military preparations, the poor preparation of the reserve 
soldiers, and the huge number of exemptions from military service granted to students in 
Islamic institutions. Other perceived hindrances to victory were the lack of infrastructure, 
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the politicization of the officers’ ranks, the absence of modern and adequate weapons, and 
the soldiers’ incompetence in using the weapons at their disposal. Mehmet Muhtar Paşa even 
attributed his forces’ defeat to turbulent weather.

However, an alarming thought permeates all his writing: the severely low morale 
among the Ottoman soldiers. The Christian soldiers and civilians receive several sporadic 
references in his book, emphasizing their hostility toward the Ottoman nation. Consequent-
ly, one senses that Mehmet Muhtar Paşa actually regarded them as being situated outside 
the boundaries of the Ottoman nation. He suggested as a most probable possibility, for in-
stance, that the Greeks and Bulgarians who inhabited Kırk Kilise (Kırklareli) informed the 
Bulgarian army about the Ottomans’ ongoing disorderly retreat from the front.22 Likewise, 
he justified the hastiness of the retreat toward Vize on the grounds that local Christians had 
informed the enemy about it.23 He further mentioned that while preparing for action in Vize 
he found it difficult to organize supplies, as Christians inhabited all the neighboring villages. 
He claimed that the villagers murdered soldiers and officers who looked for provisions.24

For Mehmet Muhtar Paşa, the reference group was the Ottoman nation, and morale 
coincided with national strength. However, the Christians did not appear to be part of this 
collective any longer. Their desertion during battle proved their treachery. He wondered, for 
example, whether the desertion of the Christians enticed other soldiers to desert. Though he 
acknowledged that the answer was not clear, he noted that it was well known that most of 
the Greeks deserted to the enemy with the first retreat; during the second battle—he contin-
ued—not one Christian soldier was to be found.25

Halil Bey Efendi, the governor of Edirne during the Bulgarian siege on the city likewise 
referred to the assistance provided by the local non-Muslims to the advancing Bulgarian 
army. In an interview given to Tanin following the surrender of Edirne, he revealed that local 
non-Muslim bandits—Bulgarians and Greeks—played an important role in cutting off Ed-
irne from Istanbul and the major military headquarters, thus condemning the city to a long 
siege. They were able to sever the railway tracks and telegraph lines during the crucial days of 
October. He further claimed that following the retreat of the Eastern army from Kırk Kilise 
those bandits terrorized the Muslim civilian population in different surrounding locations, 
such as Baba Eski, Dimetoka, and Sofulu (Soufli).26

The alleged disloyalty of the non-Muslim population, or at least its general indifference 
to the Ottoman cause, seems to be a recurring accusation in the accounts of the Balkan Wars. 
However, a more severe accusation sometimes accompanied the writing on the Christian 
population of the Balkans: its alleged participation in the Bulgarians’ atrocities against the 
non-Muslim population of eastern Thrace.

The Evolution of the Discourse of Mezalim (Atrocities)
In the beginning of August 1913, Tanin published a report compiled by Mehmet Celal, the 
head of a gendarmerie unit from Gelibolu (Gallipolli) that took part in the liberation of east-
ern Thrace. In the center of the report appears a poignant description of the atrocities that 
took place in the village of Ada, not far from the town of Sofulu (Greek: Soufli). His report 
describes scenes of plundering, rape, and murder of innocent local Muslims and refugees at 
the hands of Bulgarian and Greek bandits and villagers. The prosperous village of Ada was 
notable for the silk industry and trade that flourished there prior to the Balkan Wars. It in-
cluded about 1,900 inhabitants, from babies in their cradles to old women. After the outset of 
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the war, the local population was augmented by a large number of refugees fleeing surround-
ing villages in search of a shelter in this relatively well-off community. Following the Otto-
man retreat from the area, Bulgarian gangs and Greek villagers assembled in the neighboring 
town of Sofulu and from there launched a murderous assault on Ada. The reporter estimated 
that about 1,800 of the original inhabitants and 200 refugees were killed during these as-
saults. The reporter was able to find in the village only 16 men, 25 women, and 55 children, 
96 people altogether, who survived this massacre by taking refuge in the surrounding fields. 
Some of them, however, suffered from appalling wounds. Similar cases of mass killings took 
place in neighboring Muslim villages27

This horrendous report represents another major genre of publication that proliferated 
during the Balkan Wars and in their aftermath. This genre refers to what we can describe as 
the documentation of mezalim or atrocities. This sort of publication aimed to describe bluntly 
the Balkan States’, especially Bulgaria’s, atrocities perpetrated against Muslim civilians. It some-
times also referred to the participation of local Greeks and Bulgarians in these deeds. Further-
more, as the dimensions of defeat became clearer, the documentation of the Balkan Armies’ 
atrocities developed to become one of the main issues discussed in the press. The suffering and 
victimhood of the Muslim population of eastern Thrace became one of the major icons of this 
war literature. Testimonies of their anguish and calls to revenge their torments often appeared 
in the general press, in plays, and in journals designated for women or children.

At the beginning of the hostilities, only small announcements that appeared under the 
title “Searching for. . . .” (aranıyor) briefly hinted at the ordeals of the refugees who arrived 
in the capital from Thrace.28 These desperate calls for assistance in locating lost members of 
refugees’ families who disappeared in the hasty escape toward Istanbul could provide the 
readers with some information on the Muslims’ conditions in the areas that came under 
Bulgarian control. However, as the war continued, the refugees’ plight was considered to be 
one of the main arguments that could serve the Ottoman cause, and consequently it began 
to receive much more attention in the press and elsewhere. By providing horrible images 
that presented acts of sheer cruelty and violence, the Ottoman press and propaganda aimed 
to spread feelings of horror and revenge among the Muslim population against the Balkan 
states, “those twentieth-century crusaders” (yirminci asırın ehl-i salibi). These accusations 
came mainly from the ranks of semi-autonomous charitable associations that were founded 
during the Balkan Wars, but also from the reports of foreign journalists.29

Indeed, one of the major outcomes of these prolonged conflicts was a proliferation of 
philanthropic associations, many of them headed by politicians and bureaucrats or their fe-
male relatives, who aimed to popularize the war and to mobilize large segments of the Otto-
man population for the war effort. These associations took it upon themselves to mobilize the 
civilian population for humanitarian, military, and political causes and thereby to fill gaps 
not covered by the state. While regarding themselves as “national associations” they were 
nevertheless equally dependant upon state funds and upon donations from benevolent indi-
viduals and fundraising campaigns. Two of these associations are pertinent to our discussion 
at this stage: The Association for the Muslim Refugees from the Balkans (Rumeli Muhacirin-i 
İslâmiye Cemiyeti) and The Association for Publishing Documents (Neşr-i Vesaik Cemiyeti).
The latter provided the press with documentation of the enemy’s cruelty against Muslim 
civilians.30 Its honorary secretary, the famous poet Ahmet Cevat (a.k.a. Emre) (1876–1961), 
published in 1912/13 a book under the title of Kırmızı Siyah Kitab (The Red-Black Book) in 
which he described the Bulgarian and Greek atrocities that took place in Thrace and Mace-
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donia. Probably in order to provide his book with credibility, the author chose to rely on oral 
testimonies and photos—many of which had appeared previously in the Western media. He 
also supplemented the coverage with calls for revenge and rejuvenation—which for him were 
clearly intertwined.31

The Association for the Muslim Refugees from the Balkans endeavored to assist the 
thousands of Muslim refugees who congregated in Istanbul in a desperate search for tempo-
rary housing and work. This association became most active in disseminating a discourse on 
the refugees’ plight, albeit one that clearly attended only to the Muslim refugees. Meanwhile, 
independent Jewish associations were founded in Istanbul to assist the Jewish refugees from 
eastern Thrace.32 While it seems that the plight of refugees was shared, their treatment was 
differentiated according to communal boundaries.

In order to entice the general public to assist these refugees, The Association for the 
Muslim Refugees emphasized the refugees’ desperate plight and the atrocities that they faced 
in their places of origin in eastern Thrace. While at first the reports mainly referred to atroci-
ties that had been inflicted upon civilians, it subsequently also discussed the atrocities in-
flicted upon Ottoman POWs who were captured in the province. The Association was the 
main organ that spread these particular accusations in the press and in an assortment of 
publications. The Association also printed booklets that were distributed to the general pub-
lic in return for modest donations. One example of this literature is a booklet that appeared 
under the title The Atrocities in the Balkans and the Bulgarians’ Barbarism (Rumeli Mezalimi 
ve Bulgar Vahşetleri), which provided terrifying accounts of the Bulgarian army’s atrocities 
accompanied by graphic images depicting the victims’ ordeals.33

One of the association’s interesting initiatives was to produce a documentary film abut 
the refugees’ plight; Hüsamettin, the association’s general secretary, sent a telegram in No-
vember 1913 to the Ministry of Internal Affairs asking Talât Bey for permission to produce 
a film that would present the injustice, humiliation, atrocities, and tortures with which the 
Muslim population of the Balkans had to cope. His request emphasized the advantages of 
the new medium for propagating clear and poignant messages to large and varied audiences 
throughout the entire state. The aim was to incite a general repugnance and outrage about 
the Balkan atrocities and their perpetrators.34 If completed, this would have been the very 
first Ottoman film, but apparently the initiative did not go anywhere.

The atrocities accusations were mainly raised against the Bulgarian army. However, the 
Bulgarian army and the Christian civilian population of the conquered areas in Thrace seem 
to blur together in various reports. A three-way correspondence between a bereaved Turkish 
mother from Plovdiv, Bulgaria, the Ottoman consulate in the city, and the army authorities 
gives us an example of one case in which there is no distinction between Bulgarian para-
military groups and collaborating local villagers. The mother reported to the consulate that 
her son, Hasan, a soldier in the gendarmerie of Kırk Kilise, was murdered while in office by 
irregular “bandits” (eşkiya).35 It is worth noting that this infamous term in Ottoman parlance 
connoted local outlaws who purportedly conducted life beyond the pale in the mountainous 
areas of the Balkans, persons who were implicitly subject to total exclusion and persecution. 
This case of murder was not rare. Indeed, the press reported on Christian villagers who were 
put on trial for participation in atrocities against Ottoman soldiers. Three Greeks from Myt-
ilene, for example, were caught in Izmir and were tried on the grounds of murdering Turks 
and using weapons against Ottoman soldiers during the Greek attack against the island. The 
military court found them guilty and sentenced them to death.36
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The Bulgarian atrocities against non-Muslim civilians in the name of Christian bigotry 
typify the Ottoman discourse on the Balkan Wars. This discourse places the non-Muslim 
population of eastern Thrace as putative collaborators who took an active part in these atroc-
ities. How did the Ottoman press and public perceive the outcome of these alleged deeds 
of non-Muslims against the Ottoman state? Can we draw a direct line linking the calls for 
wreaking vengeance on Balkan states and their local non-Muslim collaborators with the 
non-Muslims’ growing marginalization?

The Exclusion of the Non-Muslims: First Steps
Hüseyin Cahid (a.k.a. Yalcin) (1875–1957), an eminent writer and a member of the literary 
school known as the Edebiyat-i Cedide (New Literature)37 published an editorial article in 
the Tanin in April 1913 that clearly reflects part of the new atmosphere toward non-Mus-
lims following the experience of the First Balkan War. Under the title “The Military Service 
of the Non-Muslims” (Gayri Müslimlerin Askerliği),38 he questioned the concept of general 
conscription. For him, general mobilization without any exception reflected the ideal of a 
joint motherland in which both Muslims and non-Muslims were equal members. The al-
leged behavior of non-Muslims in battle and their overwhelming desertion of the battlefield 
proved the futility of this hope of blending all segments of Ottoman society into one nation. 
For the author of this article, the conclusion was clear: the nation would not need those who 
were clearly not attached to the motherland. Therefore, he suggested military service should 
become voluntary for the non-Muslims; all those who preferred to be exempted from this 
national duty should pay a tax in lieu of military service.

This suspicion stirred up against the non-Muslims was further developed following 
the second Balkan War and the liberation of eastern Thrace. In this area, the Ottoman press 
found what it considered to be proof of the true scale of collaboration between the local 
Christian population and the Bulgarian army. At first, the press endeavored to differentiate 
between the acts of individuals and the attitude it ascribed to the majority of local Christians. 
It explained, for example, the flight of Bulgarian villagers from the liberated lands as a result 
of a Bulgarian wave of intimidation and incitement, and refuted any allegation of general 
flight; on the contrary, it claimed that most of the Christian population remained in the prov-
ince and complained about the Bulgarian atrocities.39 However, reports of Ottoman citizens 
of Bulgarian descent who assisted the Bulgarian army recurred in the press. It is clear from 
these reports that the local Bulgarians were not portrayed as part of the liberated population, 
or part of the Ottoman nation.40

A further dilemma for judging the period is precisely how to evaluate the Muslim 
population’s responses to the alleged betrayal of the non-Muslims. One can argue that a few 
excerpts of journal articles constitute but impressionistic evidence and that they do not prove 
a general trend. Yet, it is clear, for example, that the non-Muslims were very much exclud-
ed from the accounts of the general suffering caused by the war. I have already mentioned 
above that the refugees’ misery was perceived in the press very much as a Muslim tragedy in 
which the Ottoman non-Muslims had no part. It seems that the non-Muslims were absent 
as well in the commemoration of those who fell in battle. The ceremonies for the fallen sol-
diers began during the first Balkan War. Here, again, we can demonstrate that the initiative 
was taken from below—it was mainly the bereft families who shaped the first ceremonies. 
Though these private ceremonies were dedicated to specific soldiers, they nevertheless envi-
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sioned a general community as well. The purpose, we can assume, was to unite private grief 
with general mourning. We learn about these gatherings of grief from small announcements 
that appeared in the daily press inviting the public to attend commemoration ceremonies 
on behalf of those who had fallen in battle. The semi-private community of grieving was 
thereby extended to a general public, but since the ceremonies were religious and took place 
in neighborhood mosques, the public was envisioned as a religious one. Through these gath-
erings, individual tragedies were extended to include all the Muslim victims of the ongoing 
war. The ceremony included the reading of the Mevlûd-i Şerif, the traditional holy text to be 
read in such occasions, mentioning the divine reward awaiting the souls of the Muslim mar-
tyrs (şüheda-yi Müslimin). The expected reward was to be bestowed upon the soldier’s soul, 
as well as upon other Muslim martyrs. The family of Captain (Yüzbaşı) Muhyüldin Bey, for 
example, who was killed during the battle of Kırk Kilise, organized a public reading of the 
Mevlûd-i Şerif in the so-called Arab mosque in the Galata quarter of Istanbul to commemo-
rate their son and other Muslim martyrs. This form of commemoration prevailed through 
much of the Balkan Wars.

The exclusion of the non-Muslims was manifested in other arenas. Thus, for example, 
another result of the Balkan Wars was a new emphasis on what was described as “the shap-
ing of a national economy.” Policies that opposed the consumption of imported products 
had been implemented during previous international crises, following the Balkan Wars, the 
slogan was directed also against local non-Muslims with the aim of shaping a new Muslim 
class of merchants and entrepreneurs who would implement the new national economy. In 
this field of consumption, a major role was bestowed on women, who could now demon-
strate their patriotic devotion toward the motherland by consuming local products. Women’s 
associations exhorted other women to adhere to the new policy of “National Consumption” 
(milli istihlâk) of local products.41 Here again, we can detect a new discourse that explicitly 
excluded non-Muslims from national interests and visions.

The Balkan Wars represent a clear watershed in the relations between the Ottoman 
political elite and the Empire’s non-Muslim citizens. Following the development of a new 
discourse of Muslim Ottoman identity, the non-Muslims were excluded from the national 
community. The exclusion of the non-Muslims was perceived by many Ottomans who be-
longed to the political and cultural elite as a legitimate response to non-Muslim betrayal dur-
ing the Balkan Wars. The new prevailing discourse portrayed the non-Muslims as disloyal 
to the national cause; the response was non-Muslims’ exclusion from the major symbol of 
national pride and sacrifice—the army. This exclusion also implied their marginalization in 
the national memory of the war effort, and in the economic sphere.

Conclusion
Selânikli Fatma İclâl, a leading female author from Salonica who took refuge in Istanbul, 
wrote a book in March 1913 under the title A Warning out of a Disaster (Felâketten İbret). She 
claimed in her introduction that those who were looking at the Ottoman state might assume 
that they were watching an exhibition of one man with many different characters. However, 
she argued, this Ottoman body was actually built out of many Muslim peoples and equally 
diversified Christian elements, as well as Jews. However, she lamented, one could not find 
among these various elements one general sense of patriotism or national love that could 
unite all them. On the contrary, each segment of the population had its own language, vision, 
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and religion. She compared Ottoman society to a harmony played by a broken saz (a stringed 
musical instrument) in which no order could be found. Her only conclusion was that the 
Turkish nation should be built from scratch; a vital role in this process would be bestowed on 
women in their capacity as mothers and educators.42

This brisk “awakening” from the Ottoman “dream” characterized much of the writing 
on the Balkan Wars. The Balkan Wars proved the frailty of secular Ottoman identity. The 
failure of an Ottoman collective identity spelled the end of the imagined secular Ottoman 
Nation. The Bulgarians who lived in the war-torn region of eastern Thrace and many of the 
Greeks who dwelled in western Anatolia were among the first victims of this new apprehen-
sion. Living in what became sensitive borderlands, many of them were forced starting in 1913 
and 1914 to abandon their homes and to take refuge in the neighboring states. The wars also 
emphasized the vitality of Islam and its fundamental role in the Ottoman dynasty. The Ot-
tomans entered World War I well acquainted with this inspiration. The proclamation of jihad 
at the outset of that war and the extended use of Islamic symbols in the years that followed 
demonstrate the importance accorded to Islam as the major characteristic of the Ottoman 
state. The Balkan Wars brought about an awakening from secular Ottomanism, but they did 
not bring about the disappearance of Ottoman ideology. Rather, the all-inclusive Ottoman-
ism was replaced with a more Islamic Ottomanism, an ideology from which non-Muslims 
were excluded. They were no longer regarded as trusted members who could contribute to 
the task of preserving the Ottoman state from further internal fragmentation and foreign en-
croachment. For the Ottoman official mind, the experiment of absorbing the non-Muslims 
into the Ottoman nation had totally failed; the figure of the unfaithful non-Muslim prevailed 
in the official discourse and thence in the authorities’ actual treatment of minorities.

However, for the non-Muslim population of eastern Thrace, now a vulnerable border-
land, this new suspicious attitude toward the non-Muslim caused the implementation of a 
formal and unprecedented policy that encouraged the emigration of the Christian popula-
tions from the area. It was mainly Ottoman horror resulting from the military defeat and the 
Bulgarian atrocities and an ensuing resolution to preempt future debacles that prompted the 
adoption of harsh measures against civilian populations. This exclusion of a segment within 
Ottoman society and the determination to remove ostensibly alien yet still Ottoman citizens 
from the region set a dangerous precedent. Ethnic cleansing of unwanted ethnic and reli-
gious minorities became an acceptable practice.
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“Wiping out the Bulgar Race”
HATRED, DUTY, AND NATIONAL SELF-
FASHIONING IN THE SECOND BALK AN WAR

Keith Brown

Introduction
This paper attempts an anthropologically informed reading of Greek military conduct to-
ward Bulgarian civilians during the Second Balkan War of 1912–13. It draws on a set of 
accounts of atrocities allegedly authored by their Greek perpetrators, captured by Bulgarian 
forces, and reproduced and analyzed in the Carnegie Inquiry set up to investigate the causes 
and conduct of the Balkan Wars.1 Greek and pro-Greek scholars at the time strenuously de-
nied the authenticity of the sources, in addition to accusing Bulgarian regular and irregular 
forces of worse atrocities over a longer period; outside observers found the soldiers’ narra-
tives persuasive evidence of the region’s primitive passions.2

The incidence of contested narratives is, of course, hardly rare, in the Balkans or else-
where. Nonetheless, this case—which, in the words of one recent commentator, “still awaits 
its modern scholarly researcher”—invites a treatment that draws on, and hopefully advances, 
ongoing and vibrant debates at the intersection of anthropology and history which stress the 
importance of critical and reflective attitudes toward both the particular facticity of docu-
mentary sources and the explicatory power of theoretical categories of ostensible sociocul-
tural regularities.3

In that spirit, the reading offered here is “anthropological” not in the sense presumed 
by historian Jacob Gould Schurman, who made reference to the fluid connections between 
“anthropological” and “linguistic or political” units in the Balkans as one cause of the region’s 
turbulence, nor in the sense more recently invoked by military historian John Keegan, who 
in the early 1990s argued that the break-up of Yugoslavia was “a primitive tribal conflict only 
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anthropologists can understand.”4 These authors see anthropology’s contribution to histori-
cal debates as limited to the so-called “primordial attachments”—what Clifford Geertz re-
ferred to as the “congruities of blood, speech, custom, and so on, [which] are seen to have an 
ineffable, and at times overpowering coerciveness in and of themselves.”5

What I offer here instead is an anthropological reading in the spirit of the interpretive 
turn that Geertz himself pioneered in that 1973 volume, where he emphasized that both the 
coerciveness of such attachments, and indeed the attachments themselves, are not simply 
“given”: their givenness is the product of cultural and/or historical processes which them-
selves demand interrogation. And this same spirit, I suggest, infuses recent anthropological 
work in and on archival material in which, in Ann Stoler’s words, “distinguishing fiction 
from fact has given way to efforts to track the production and consumption of facticities as 
the contingent coordinates of particular times and temperaments, places and purposes.”6

Here, then, I revisit and revivify a charged debate that was waged over and through a 
set of written materials produced in 1913, during the Second Balkan War, specifically letters 
purportedly written by Greek soldiers and captured by Bulgarian forces, which are preserved 
in the 1913 Carnegie Endowment Inquiry in the form of reprinted English translations, 
along with a facsimile of one of the original letters and its envelope.7 The letters describe a 
campaign of extermination by the Greek Army against Bulgarian civilians, in which soldiers 
violate girls, kill prisoners, and burn houses, all to try and “wipe out the race.”8

This paper explores previous readings of this material, moving beyond an investment 
in distinguishing “fact” from “fiction” to analyze their facticities and the different discursive 
domains within which they can be placed. The more familiar readings, as one might expect, 
serve to buttress well-rehearsed arguments about the Balkan Wars in particular, and Balkan 
character in general. I hope that the more ambitious readings here offer something new to 
the debate over the nature of Balkan history in highlighting the relationship between ongo-
ing processes of nation formation in the region and ideas about warfare and racial hierarchy 
circulating elsewhere in Europe and North America at the time. A key trope, I suggest, is the 
concept of national duty: and I conclude by arguing that a focus on this aspect of the Balkan 
Wars offers a pathway out of an unproductive, continuously adversarial and predominantly 
“groupist” debate which spirals around ideas of ethnic hatred and claims of genocide.9

The Sources and Their Context
The First Balkan War began in the first week of October 1912, when Montenegro, Serbia, 
Bulgaria, and Greece all declared war on the Ottoman Empire and launched their armies 
against Turkish forces in “Turkey-in-Europe,” a swathe of land from the Adriatic to the Black 
Sea coast, including modern day Albania, Kosovo, the Republic of Macedonia, a substan-
tial part of northern Greece, and western Bulgaria. Montenegro’s ambitions were limited, 
and Greece’s participation only confirmed relatively late: at the heart of the alliance was a 
Serb-Bulgarian agreement on the deployment of forces and the division of Macedonia. The 
investment was substantial: both countries, as well as Greece and Turkey, had spent signifi-
cant sums on European weapons systems, and drawn on Western experience and expertise 
to train and build their armies. Although British Foreign Office assessments rated the Greek 
army as inferior to that of its allies, all three deployed large conscript armies. Bulgaria boast-
ed the highest mobilization rate—a Bulgarian general in 1910 proclaimed “we have become 
the most militaristic state in the world—putting over 350,000 men into the field.”10
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The First Balkan War saw the allies gain ground on all fronts. In the west, Greece and 
Serbia faced relatively little resistance after the first month of fighting, and annexed or occu-
pied substantial territory in Albania, Kosovo, and Macedonia. In Thrace in the east, by con-
trast, closer to the Turkish capital of Constantinople (Istanbul), Bulgarian forces were drawn 
into extended siege warfare against a stubborn defense. That disparity of effort and spoils 
generated friction between the allies: a death-blow to their solidarity was struck by the inter-
nationally brokered Treaty of London of May 1913, which created an autonomous Albania 
and thereby deprived Serbia of territory it had expected to gain. Instead of withdrawing from 
northern Macedonia to make way for Bulgaria to take control, Serbian forces stayed in place 
as occupiers: Greek forces did the same in southern Macedonia. Bulgaria’s leaders decided 
to seek further gains through military action against their former allies, launching the Sec-
ond Balkan War in late May of 1913. The initiative failed, as Bulgarian troops found them-
selves fighting not only Greek and Serbian, but also Turkish and Romanian forces. Entirely 
isolated—and effectively blockaded, with active hostilities against all neighbors—Bulgaria 
eventually sued for peace, having lost 44,000 dead and 102,000 wounded in the two wars. 
Serbia’s losses were reported at around 12,000 dead and 48,000 wounded; Greece’s around 
6,000 dead and 45,000 wounded.11

Besides military losses, what caught international attention at the time, and in subse-
quent writing, was the civilian toll of the wars. The military campaigns were waged across 
a civilian landscape which all three states claimed to be liberating or reclaiming, but where 
lines of loyalty were far from clear, and where at least some of the locals had been waging 
irregular warfare for the past decade or longer, complicating the civilian/soldier divide. His-
torian Alan Kramer provides figures for civilian casualties reported—Greece, for example, 
claimed that the Bulgarian army massacred between 220,000 and 250,000 civilians—and also 
notes the contemporaneous press coverage of atrocities in newspapers across Europe.12 In 
Kramer’s view, the atrocities were “part of a longer-term project of nation-state construction 
on the basis of the chimera of ‘ethnic’ purity.” As hundreds of thousands of people were dis-
placed, observers witnessed what Mark Mazower has described as the first attempt by states 
to use military conflict “to pursue long-term demographic goals.”13

Some of the most horrifying accounts came from Leon Trotsky, traveling as a corre-
spondent with the Serbian army in “Old Serbia,” Kosovo, and Albania, who heard first-hand 
accounts of casual brutality against “Arnaut” [Albanian] prisoners and civilians by Serbian 
irregular and regular soldiers.14 The Frankfurter Zeitung indicated that Serbian atrocities 
against Albanians were the worst, and had as their goal extermination: the Carnegie Inquiry 
reported Greek and Bulgarian violence against Muslim civilians, and also a trend for those 
civilians to flee ahead of the advancing (Christian) armies.15

Contemporary observers did not find these stories surprising or puzzling. There was 
general consensus that that antipathy between Serbs and Albanians ran deep, that Christians 
had suffered under Muslim rule, and that the First Balkan War was infused by a spirit of 
revenge, as armed Christian forces sought retribution for the infamous “five hundred years 
under the Turks.”16 What attracted more attention as both more shocking and more puzzling 
was the “fratricidal” behavior of the second war that was labeled by d’Estournelles De Con-
stant, the Commission’s head, as the “more atrocious of the two.”17

Indeed, the Carnegie commission was formed only in July 1913, after the com-
mencement of the Second Balkan War, and calls from the Greek King Constantine for 
the international community to acknowledge and address the unlawful behavior of Bul-



“Wiping out the Bulgar Race” 301

garia’s army. The commission traced how tensions between the allies, and their incompat-
ible agendas, shaped developments on the ground. They documented, for example, how in 
Vodena (modern Edhessa) the atmosphere changed from the early enthusiasm expressed 
by the “Bulgarian” population toward their Greek “liberators.” The Greek army began req-
uisitioning food and valuables, arresting notables, and erasing Slavic inscriptions.18 When 
fighting between the former allies began in earnest in early July, the situation in places 
like Voden escalated: large numbers of young men were jailed as alleged komitadjis—a
term discussed further below—while communities were compelled to sign declarations 
declaring that they were Greek. In other towns and villages, according to the Carnegie In-
quiry, these national conversions were enforced at bayonet-point.19 Similar measures were 
reportedly taken by Serbian forces in Western Macedonia against residents who identified 
themselves as “Bulgarian.”20

It was on the battlegrounds of Thrace and eastern Macedonia, though, where Greek 
and Bulgarian forces clashed, that the Carnegie Commission found its most disturbing data. 
The fighting lasted only a month: in that time, the front line moved back and forth over a 
landscape still occupied by civilians, and in the maneuvering came the events at the heart of 
this paper. The Carnegie Inquiry reported in the following terms:

It happened that on the eve of the armistice (27 July) the Bulgarians captured the baggage of 
the Nineteenth Greek infantry regiment at Dobrinichte (Razlog). It included its post-bags, 
together with the file of its telegraphic orders, and some of its accounts. We were permitted to 
examine these documents at the Foreign Office at Sofia. . . . The file of telegrams and accounts 
presented no feature of interest. The soldiers’ letters were written often in pencil on scraps 
of paper of every sort and size. Some were neatly folded without envelopes. Some were writ-
ten on souvenir paper commemorating the war, and others on official sheets. Most of them 
bore the regimental postal stamp. Four or five were on stamped business paper belonging to 
a Turkish firm in Serres, which some Greek soldier had presumably taken while looting the 
shop. The greater number of the letters were of no public interest, and simply informed the 
family at home that the writer was well. . . . We studied with particular care a series of twenty-
five letters which contained definite avowals by these Greek soldiers of the brutalities which 
they had practiced.21

Among the phrases the commissioners quoted from these letters were the following:

“We picked out their eyes while they were still alive.”
“We killed them like sparrows.”
“Everywhere we pass, not even the cats escape. We have burnt all the Bulgarian villages 

that we have traversed.”
“We have turned out much crueler than the Bulgars—we violated every girl we met.”
“We are burning villages and killing Bulgarians, women and children.”
“Wherever there was a Bulgarian village we set fire to it and burned it, so that this dirty 

race of Bulgars couldn’t spring up again.”
“This is something like real war, not like that with the Turks. We fight day and night 

and we have burned all the villages.”
“We shoot all the Bulgarians we take, and there are a good number of them.”

These eyewitness testimonies were a key resource for the Commission’s overall argument, 
and prompted bitter exchanges between advocates of the different states involved.
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Believing the Sources, Diagnosing the Sentiments
The Commission members saw in the diversity of the letter stock, the variety of handwrit-
ing, and the range of expression, evidence of the letters’ authenticity: other commentators 
agreed.22 They therefore included them in an assemblage of data points from which they 
diagnosed the condition of wider Greek society. They were especially struck by prints they 
saw on sale on the streets of Salonika depicting Greek soldiers gouging out the eyes of Bul-
garian soldiers, or in one case included in their report, “holding a living Bulgarian soldier 
with both hands, while [the Greek] gnaws at the face of his victim with his teeth, like some 
beast of prey.”23 And finally, the Commissioners also include the entire text of a telegram 
sent to Greek diplomatic staff across Europe by King Constantine on 12 July 1913, which 
concluded by stating “the Bulgarians have surpassed all the horrors perpetrated by their 
barbarous hordes in the past, thus proving that they have not the right to be classed among 
civilized peoples.”24 On this evidence the Commission reached the following verdict on the 
roots of Greek conduct in the Second Balkan War:

Day after day the Bulgarians were represented as a race of monsters, and public feeling was 
roused to a pitch of chauvinism which made it inevitable that war, when it came, would be 
ruthless. In talk and in print one phrase summed up the general feeling of the Greeks toward 
the Bulgarians, “Dhen einai anthropoi!” (They are not human beings). In their excitement 
and indignation the Greeks came to think of themselves as the appointed avengers of civiliza-
tion against a race which stood outside the pale of humanity.25

The commissioners thus made clear their condemnation of the Greek way of war, and what 
they saw as the deliberate deployment of stereotypes in order to whip up sentiments among 
soldiers as well as civilians. They saw the letters as documentary proof that the various rep-
resentations had an effect on people’s thoughts and actions. They went on to suggest that 
the effectiveness of such representations owed something to the characteristics of Greeks in 
general, which they describe in these terms:

When an excitable southern race, which has been schooled in Balkan conceptions of ven-
geance, begins to reason in this way, it is easy to predict the consequences. Deny that your 
enemies are men, and presently you will treat them as vermin. Only half realizing the full 
meaning of what he said, a Greek officer remarked to the writer, “When you have to deal with 
barbarians, you must behave like a barbarian yourself. It is the only thing they understand.”26

The conduct of the Greek soldiers, then, attested in these letters, is in this reading a function 
of larger forces—most notably a propaganda campaign in which the commander-in-chief 
participated, and an inherent “excitability” which combined to bring about breaches of the 
law of war.

Denying the Sources, Justifying the Actions
Even before the Carnegie Commission published its findings, Greek and pro-Greek authors 
had challenged the authenticity of these sources, which were originally made public by the 
Bulgarian government. The tone of the Inquiry sparked further polemical responses, as some 
readers argued that the letters in fact said more about Bulgarian behavior than about Greek 
conduct or, indeed, excitability. The arguments in this line were multiple, and not necessarily 
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consistent with one another. In the first case, they suggested Bulgarian perfidy in forging the 
documents. Responding to specific assertions in the Carnegie report, for example, Demetrius 
Cassavetti took the approach of disproving the veracity of two of the 25 letters—in one case, 
on the basis of the author’s name matching a soldier who actually served on a different front, 
and in another on a point of internal fact with regard to a claim that a set of prisoners were 
all killed, whereas Cassavetti claimed to know from a personal friend that they were not. He 
then argued from these two cases to the whole set, stating that “if two (or even one) of these 
letters be proved by external evidence to be forgeries, then the remainder would hardly be 
looked on as genuine.”27 Not content with this, he then additionally pointed to discrepancies 
in their form: the texts are reproduced only in fragments, in which academic handwriting is 
combined with illiterate spelling, and many accents are missing. For Cassavetti, these were 
clear signs of Bulgarian forgery.

A number of pro-Greek authors also saw mischief at work in the Commission’s readi-
ness to accept the letters. Cassavetti and others were particularly critical of the role played by 
H. N. Brailsford and Paul Milioukov in the Commission’s work: Milioukov, a Russian, was 
considered pro-Bulgarian because of his nationality, and Brailsford, a British journalist and 
academic, was considered pro-Bulgarian on the basis of his most recent authoritative work 
on the region.28 They were the two commission members who had read and partly translated 
the Greek letters, and their integrity was directly impugned in rebuttals published in Greece 
and distributed widely in Europe and North America.29

Cassavetti’s dogged detective work, though, as well as the focus on the bad faith of the 
sources’ handlers, is a departure from his overall argument, as well as the more general trend 
of philhellene interpretation. For the most part, the evidence of the letters was put to one 
side in a focus on the brutal or savage characteristics of Bulgarians—as a race, or people, and 
not only as an army. Cassavetti cited as authority the Daily Telegraph’s Captain Trapmann, 
who enrolled Bulgarian soldiers in a cast list of historical infamy, shrilling that “Tipoo Sa-
hib, Nero, Robespierre, Catherine of Russia and the Borgias were but mildly oppressive and 
unkind as compared with the lustful brutes who wear the uniform of King Ferdinand of 
Bulgaria.”30 Other authors devoted their labor to highlighting Bulgarian misconduct.31 The 
highest-profile figure identified with this view, though, was King Constantine himself, who 
had claimed the right to enforce the rules of war and prevent further “abominations” through 
“. . . reprisals, in order to inspire their authors with a salutary fear, and to cause them to reflect 
before committing similar atrocities.”32

All this, in some sense, undercut the efforts by Cassavetti to prove that the letters were 
forged. For these data indicate that the commander-in-chief of the army declared publicly a 
willingness to respond to unlawful killing—itself a function of deep-rooted Bulgarian char-
acter—with violence of the kind that the letters describe. The overall effect is to say both 
“Greek soldiers did not commit any crimes or atrocities” and also “Greek soldiers would 
be fully justified had they committed such crimes, because Bulgarians had already done 
worse”—a two-pronged argument in which each blunts the force of the other.

Common Ground: The Mutual Constitution of “Greeks” and “Bulgarians”
What the different sides in the debate over the authenticity of the letters and the driving fac-
tors behind atrocities share is what Rogers Brubaker recently diagnosed as “groupism,” or 
“the tendency to take bounded groups as fundamental units of analysis (and basic constitu-
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ents of the social world).”33 They differed on the genealogy and membership of those named 
groups. Greek sources tended to suggest a centuries-old antipathy between the peoples, 
while at the same time denying that residents in Greece or Thrace were “really” Bulgarians 
and deploring Bulgarian efforts to encroach on communities which were “really” Greek. The 
Carnegie commission, by contrast, focused on the novelty of the extreme violence, linking it 
to a contemporary, deliberate, and top-down process of creating an inhuman enemy on the 
part of Greek leaders.

More recent scholarship, as well as some other work of the period, cuts through the 
rhetoric of timeless ethno-national groups and emphasizes instead the mutual constitution of 
the two identities as each went through a wrenching and far-reaching transformation in the 
late nineteenth century. The endpoint—the Second Balkan War of 1913—was a full-fledged 
interstate rivalry or antipathy that shaped subsequent decision-making for both countries, 
playing a part in their choice of sides in the First World War. Both “Greek” and “Bulgarian” 
emerged from that process far closer kin to European models of belonging than Greek sourc-
es acknowledged for Bulgaria, or than the Carnegie commission acknowledged for Greece. 
They remained throughout, in Peter Loizos’s apposite term, “culturally intimate.”34 The iden-
tity work of the late nineteenth century, culminating in the violence of 1913, reinscribed 
intimacy within national frontiers, while creating distance at those frontiers.

As this language indicates, a key component of this process was the making of claims 
over territory. For Bulgaria, one of the fundamental resources in this regard was the map of 
“greater Bulgaria” produced in the late 1870s, which showed the country extending to the 
shores of Lake Ohrid, on the modern border between Albania and the Republic of Macedo-
nia. This map was reproduced by the Carnegie Commission in their report.35

A Greek counterpart from the early twentieth-century is described by an English author 
sympathetic to the Greek cause as “one insignificant but widely circulated document of the time.”

It is an Easter card, with “Christ is risen” printed across it, and is a “memento from Macedo-
nia.” Macedonia lies enclosed in the red crescent of Ottoman rule, and in it is a heart, with the 
red blood of the “Greek spirit” flowing from it. The shears of Panslavism are cutting it, and 
the Austrian snake is making through it to Salonica, and the arrows of Bulgarian propaganda 
and Servian propaganda and Roumanian propaganda are piercing it. And in the centre of 
the heart is a cross, and the words “Mother Church, help me!” To the average Greek this was 
not insincere or sentimental; it was as true an expression of national emotion as that which 
inspired Holland against Spain, or Italy against Austria, or the Boers against ourselves.36

This image offers a number of modalities of attack on the “true faith” of Orthodoxy. First, 
two great powers—Austria and Russia—respectively penetrate and cut, in imagery that can 
be read as highly gendered, assaulting both Greek (feminine) virtue and Greek (male) vigor. 
But the primary cast is religious: (Greek) Macedonia is within the (Islamic) crescent, but its 
vitality is being sapped as a set of rival and expanding Christian religious movements, each 
with national and territorial dimensions (Bulgarian, Servian, and Roumanian respectively), 
launch their own assaults.

The image comes from a time in which “Greekness” was synonymous with Christian 
Orthodoxy, with the Patriarch in Constantinople as unquestioned spiritual leader of the geo-
graphically dispersed community that constituted the Rum millet—a millet being a protect-
ed minority community under Ottoman law. From the mid-eighteenth century until the end 
of the nineteenth century, “Greeks” had a spiritual monopoly in this domain, so Orthodox 
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Christians, whatever their mother tongue, worshipped in Greek. “Greekness” also signaled 
a position of power or influence in the commercial realm: Greeks represented a middleman 
minority, in which role they competed directly with other non-Muslim groups, most notably 
Jews.37 This second component of Greekness remained a permeable category, into which 
upwardly mobile Orthodox Christians of other walks of life could be assimilated, and to 
which it was expected that such individuals aspired. As a shared (though not necessarily un-
derstood) language of worship Greek did have the status of “truth-language,” but it was also 
a marker of socioeconomic status gained in the marketplace and passed on in the schools.38

There was, therefore, both a universalist aspect to Greekness (in that it was attributed 
to all members of the Rum millet) and a particularistic aspect, in that it was a property of a 
professional, commercial elite. Only in the latter sense was there room for the term “Bulgar,” 
which generally referred to less wealthy, less sophisticated rural folk who were nonetheless still 
members of the Rum millet. It was not that all Greeks were merchants and Bulgars peasants, but 
rather that merchants were Greeks, and peasants Bulgars. Alongside the work of Stoianovich 
and Karakasidou, this argument has been made convincingly by Hans Vermeulen and is also 
at the heart of work by Laurie Kain Hart, who terms it a “linguistically coded caste structure.”39

Scholarly consensus also indicates the historical significance of 1870, when the Otto-
man Sultan recognized the Exarchate, with its head in Constantinople, as a distinct Chris-
tian church structure, the principal novelty of which was that the language of worship was 
not Greek, but literary Bulgarian. This represented innovation in two ways: not only was the 
language different, but so was the register. Where the Patriarchate liturgy continued to em-
ploy the classically derived katharevousa as opposed to everyday spoken Greek, the Exarchate 
broke down the diglossic divide between “high” and “low” registers (available also in the Slav-
ic languages, which each had their own vernacular but traced origins to Old Church Slavonic) 
and preached a more populist form of religion. Where the Patriarchate emphasized the cru-
cial role of the church as intermediary between worshipper and God, the Exarchate created 
conditions in which lay members could shape their own relationship with the Almighty.

The Sultan granted the Exarchate authority over religious communities in the territory 
which now constitutes Bulgaria. The greater threat to “Greek” unity and influence, though, 
was the provision in the law that congregations elsewhere could vote whether to remain 
under the authority of the Patriarch or transfer to the Exarchate. Greek historian Evangelos 
Kofos has argued that a key moment in the transformation of the force of Hellenism came 
in 1872, when the membrane separating religion and politics was breached as the Patri-
archate leadership declared the Exarchate schismatic.40 That decision raised the stakes for 
Christian communities all across Macedonia, contributing to the hardening of the lines of 
allegiance, as “Exarchist” and “Bulgarian” increasingly came to be considered synonymous, 
as did “Greek” and “Patriarchist.”

Projects of national unity and mobilization adopted religious trappings, in a move that 
much of modern scholarship has tended to accept as inevitable. That it was not necessarily so at 
the time is clear not only from Kofos’s careful reconstruction of efforts to mend the schism, but 
also from accounts like the following consular report by a British diplomat describing the activi-
ties of a Greek (state) official in the area of Gevgelija, at the modern Greek-Macedonian border.

No one can contest the right, and even duty, of the Œcumenical Patriarchate to organize and 
encourage its adherents to resist the aggression of the Exarchists by every legitimate means. 
But the participation of Hellenic officials in the struggle would at once transfer it openly to 
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the political and racial arena; and however much that policy might commend itself to the 
partisans of the “Great Idea,” it would inevitably introduce a new and powerful element of 
discord into this disturbed province.41

This British official notes the phenomena that Kofos describes—that the creation of the 
Greek (or in his terms “Hellenic”) nation state, and its efforts to intervene outside its bor-
ders, impinged upon the wider sense of Greekness represented by the Patriarchate’s religious 
leadership. What both Graves and Kofos, diplomat and historian respectively, recognize and 
describe is analyzed in theoretical terms by Laurie Kain Hart in work on Epirus, a city on the 
Greek-Albanian border. There, Hart juxtaposes “civilization” and “culture” as two modes of 
Greek national identity: the first, an open and expansive conception, which recruits and as-
similates potential others, and which is rooted in language: the Greek term is politismos. The 
second is less porous and relies more on a notion of shared blood or descent. Hart ties it to a 
late-nineteenth century German model of kultur, acknowledging that it can manifest itself in 
aggression and preemptive action against perceived “others.”

This contextual knowledge makes another reading of the letters, not offered at the 
time, plausible. The letters could be seen as evidence as to how this debate by Greeks over 
the nature of “Greekness” had worked itself out by 1913. The soldiers, in this view, had risen 
to the specific challenge that Greek intellectuals and activists had been posing ever since the 
establishment of the Exarchate, and with added force in the period since 1903, the year of the 
Ilinden Uprising, which most Greeks saw as a Bulgarian enterprise. In 1904, George Ditsias, a 
resident of the mountain town of Krushevo, had written an account of how his town had been 
seized by Bulgarian insurgents—and its Greek population, as a result, subjected to violence 
both by the invaders and then by Ottoman forces. In the main text, published in Athens in 
1904, Ditsias describes the development of Krushevo’s prosperity as a Greek community that 
prided itself on its culture, toleration, and peaceful, lawful character. In the afterword, Ditsias 
urged the imperative that Greeks begin to think of themselves as a threatened community. 
The Bulgarians had “unanimity of purpose, and brotherly co-operation”: they represented 
a determined and extremist minority which recruited new members.42 Their solidarity was 
rooted in the present and in collective action, and Ditsias called on his Hellenic readers to 
meet this determination with their own. His call was heeded, as the so-called Makedonoma-
choi, Greek paramilitaries (including many army officers), crossed into Ottoman Macedonia 
in the years 1903–1908, using the same violent methods as their adversaries.43

Ditsias’s perspective was shared by writers across different genres of Greek literature in 
the same period who all painted an increasingly hostile view of Bulgarians as posing a particu-
lar threat. The poet Kostis Palamas, for example, stressed the Greek need for a “fighting leader” 
and a “more militant stand toward life,” while authors Ion Dragoumis, Penelope Delta, and A. 
N. Kyriakou mobilized the story of Basil the Bulgar-Slayer and linked it to present struggles.44

Basil’s symbolic importance was such that one Greek professor, writing of Bulgarian atrocities, 
included the reported desecration of his tomb. Meanwhile, a pro-Bulgarian author noted that 
Constantine was granted the epithet “Bulgar-killer” in a triumphal arch erected in Salonika.45

Hierarchy Out of History: The Slavic Menace
The Bulgarian national project of the late nineteenth century, then, mobilized linguistic 
and religious solidarity to threaten Greek hegemony. The project also involved physical vio-
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lence—manifested most dramatically in the Ilinden Uprising of 1903, but also in a longer 
campaign of intimidation and assassination of representatives of the status quo. One part 
of the Greek response, as described above, was to adopt the same tactics—becoming, ef-
fectively, more like Bulgarians in so doing. This pragmatic reorientation in turn demanded a 
renewed project of ideological distance-making, which took the form of a sustained effort to 
draw moral distinctions and inscribe an ordered hierarchy of races. The earlier, Ottoman-era 
“caste structure” identified by Hart served as a key resource; so too, though, did contempo-
rary scholarly ideas about the people of “the East.”46

In this regard, Greek propagandists and political and religious leaders were in the 
mainstream of Western European ideas. As Larry Wolff argues in Inventing Eastern Europe,
the Slavic East had long been seen as exotic and backward, a place where Asiatic influenc-
es were dominant, and where travelers found confirmation of ideas regarding racial hier-
archies.47 In a work published in 1878, Edson Clark paraphrased Cyprien Robert, writing 
“Nothing is more like a group of savages’ huts than a cello [sic], or Bulgarian village.” Ear-
lier, American explorer John Ledyard had seen connections between “Tartars” and Africans, 
widely perceived as symbols of the primitive.48 With the growth in Russian ambition and 
capacity in international relations, and the presumption that other Slavic states would be 
natural allies or clients to the new power, nineteenth-century alarmists saw the potential for 
this human mass to be put to work in conquest.

As late as World War II, as Omer Bartov points out, racist ideas about Slavs could 
be mobilized in German propaganda, as for example in the second of the Kampfparolen,
or battle slogans, of 1945: “A rule of the Asiatic Untermenschen over the West is unnatural 
and goes against the sense of history.”49 A similar sense of world order was already being 
expressed at Greek universities as early as 1879 (in the immediate aftermath of Russian in-
tervention in support of a “greater Bulgaria”), when Professor Neokles Kazazis wrote, “the 
Cossack in the East, at Constantinople or near it, signifies nothing else but an entire and im-
mediate overthrowing of the European equilibrium and of modern civilization.” In the same 
vein, Cassavetti wrote in 1914 that the Bulgarian was “. . . only a rustic Tartar with the thin-
nest veneer of civilization and education,” with “savage and primitive instincts . . . repulsive 
to the mind and feeling of the average Hellene.”50

As these citations suggest, Bulgarians, or Bulgars, represented a particularly fertile 
space in the late nineteenth century for the fusion of ideas of cultural and racial backward-
ness. Still subject to Ottoman rule, their language was often viewed as simpler and less rich 
than that of other peoples—as a patois, for example, “at the level of the lowest intelligenc-
es,” or, in a 1912 United States congressional document prepared for the Dillingham Com-
mission on Immigration, as “the most corrupt of all Slavic languages at the present time.”51

Claims of Bulgarian linguistic inferiority also found confirmation in the head-measuring 
practices of physical anthropology. In fact, Bulgars emerged even more stigmatized, as it was 
reported that they were in fact of “Asiatic” or “Mongol” origin, and elsewhere as “less Slavs 
than Huns.”52 Thus, in Folkmar’s terms, Bulgarians represented an oddity, being “physically 
of one stock and linguistically of another.”53

This kind of rigid, categorical thinking is easy now to disown, dismiss, or ridicule. 
But the particularly close correspondences between the language of Demetrius Cassavetti 
and Daniel Folkmar, as well as that of the Greek and other European university teachers and 
scholars cited here, and their capacity to influence policy and opinion, demand greater at-
tention. Given the debates over “race-suicide” and the “white man’s burden” of this period, 
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associated most closely with the U.S. Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt but extending fur-
ther in time and space, it certainly seems plausible that ideas about racial inferiority more 
familiar from Western colonial projects were harnessed to mobilize public opinion for war 
in Greece. The Macedonian Bulgars, with their hybrid ethnological roots, recent religious 
apostasy, and their perceived backwardness, seem cut from the same cloth as their colonized 
brethren, described in Rudyard Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden” as “new-caught sullen 
peoples, half-devil and half-child.”54

The Horror of Modern War: What the Soldiers Say
All this looks like corroboration of the conclusion reached by the Carnegie commission on 
the significance of the Greek soldiers’ letters: that they represent evidence both of atrocities 
being committed, and of a singular Greek view of Bulgarians as at best inferior, and at worst 
sub-human. The rank-and-file in the Greek army killed Bulgarian civilians, in this view, be-
cause they knew, or at least believed, it was the right thing to do. Certainly, the snippets 
noted above, with their reference to the “dirty race,” could easily be supplemented by linked 
references to “this dishonest nation [Bulgaria/Bulgarians],” or to determination to “leave not 
a root of this race,” that make it sound as if the soldiers were on message.

That is, though, cut-and-paste and uncritical cherry-picking. When we look more 
closely at the letters, this interpretation looks more controversial. There is, for example, a 
mismatch between the Commission’s reading that the letters were “avowals of atrocity” and 
the fact that only three of the 28 use the first-person singular “I” as the agent of the actions 
they describe: the rest use instead the collective “we” which represents a weaker form of 
ownership of actions and may, in fact, describe observer rather than participant status for 
the writer. Of the three who use the first person singular, two declare their participation in 
shooting prisoners, and one specifies that the prisoners in question were komitadjis—that is, 
guerillas and terrorists of the kind who had operated in Macedonia over the past decade, tar-
geting civilians who opposed their agenda. The examples of explicit avowal, then, are against 
past or present armed enemies, all male.

Describing the burning and pillaging of villages and the rape and murder of civilians, 
we could compile from the letters the following judgments or commentaries:

“This war has been very painful . . .”
“. . . the places will stay in my memory for ever.”
“God only knows what will come of it.”
“God knows where this will end.”
“. . . you cannot imagine what takes place in a war.”
“How cruel!”
“. . . impossible to describe. . . . it is butchery.”
“. . . an inhuman business.”

This simple, and deliberately fragmentary exercise reveals that at least a third of the letter-
writers include editorial commentary that is rather different in tone from the sentiments 
which the Carnegie Inquiry emphasized. This strand depicts the war as painful and cruel, 
and their actions against people and property as “butchery” or “an inhuman business.” Sev-
eral of the writers explicitly state that they cannot describe what they have witnessed. One 
soldier writes “these places will stay in my memory for ever,” while two others use variants on 
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the sentiment “Only God knows where this will end.” These, then, are not readily recogniz-
able as the men who, in the words of the Carnegie Endowment Inquiry, “wished to believe 
that they and their comrades perpetuated bestial cruelties.”55

What can we make of this? These aspects were highlighted neither by the commission, 
who read the letters in the light of their own ideas about the Balkans, nor by Greek inter-
preters, who sought to move the discussion to focus on Bulgarian conduct, and so did not 
engage with the content of the letters. One regrettable advantage of rereading these letters a 
century later is that we now have a greater pool of eyewitness testimony of military violence 
in civilian contexts with which to compare their tone and phrasing, and from which to bet-
ter understand the particular stresses that their authors confronted. German atrocities in 
Belgium during World War I, for example, were attested in captured soldiers’ diaries, first 
analyzed by Joseph Bedier, and also mobilized by Gustave Le Bon, who picked out language 
that is strikingly similar to that of the Greek soldiers. Among the excerpts Le Bon presents 
are the following:

“Not a single living man will be left behind us.”
“The sight of the corpses of the inhabitants who had been killed beggars description. 

Not a house is left standing. We took all the survivors from . . . a convent which 
we burnt, and shot them all.”

Le Bon also reports that German officers at Louvain gave the order “kill everyone and burn 
everything.”56

Similar language can also be observed across the Atlantic, just before the Balkan Wars, 
in the U.S. occupation and “pacification” of the Philippines. A member of an artillery unit 
wrote “We bombarded a place called Malabon, and then we went in and killed every native 
we met, men, women and children. It was a dreadful sight, the killing of the poor creatures.”57

In December 1901, 12 years before King Constantine’s telegram, General J. Franklin Bell 
went on record with plans to violate “accepted tactics of civilized warfare,” and in the course 
of reprisals for a successful surprise attack on a unit in Balangiga, another U.S. general issued 
to a subordinate the order “Kill and burn! The more you kill and burn the better you will 
please me!”58

The language of both Greek soldiers and their commanders, then, was hardly excep-
tional at the time, nor were their actions. From the German testimony of conduct in Belgium, 
Bedier drew out two strands of conduct and attitude: “the cold premeditated authoritarian-
ism of the High Command and the undisciplined license of a brutal soldiery.”59 Le Bon notes 
the similarity of the testimony to that of the Balkan Wars, and appears to point to the poverty 
of the argument that atrocities are perpetrated only by “semi-savage races”: for, he concludes, 
“even the highest form of civilization does not make men less barbarous.”60

Both these French scholars, then, read in these accounts humanity gone awry—or per-
haps, revealed for the façade that it is. That strand of argument remains alive in more recent 
scholarship that seeks to explain systematic violence, from its early twentieth century forms 
through more recent cases of ethnic cleansing or genocide. Mark Osiel, for example, indi-
cates that some atrocities are fostered when passions are stimulated from below, and Daniel 
Pick points to the particular way in which anthropological and “medico-biological” diagno-
ses served to stimulate those passions while shrouding them in scientific authority during 
the Franco-Prussian War, as well as in subsequent conflicts.61 Daniel Goldhagen’s account of 
German complicity in the Nazi project of genocide is perhaps one of the best known versions 
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of this approach: John Dower’s use of American combat soldiers’ views of the Japanese other 
during World War II also fits this mold.62

An alternative strand, though, emphasizes not atavistic hatred, but bureaucratic routines 
and the obedience they engender as a key factor in the generation of atrocities. Discipline, in 
this interpretation, is not an unqualified virtue or universal remedy: especially in its modern, 
bureaucratic form it organizes, orchestrates, and amplifies violence rather than limiting it.63 A 
key dimension in this interpretation of human willingness to inflict harm, laid out by Stanley 
Milgram in his classic study, is the surrender of autonomy and the adoption of what Milgram 
calls the “agentic state.”64 What Milgram notes in particular is how this self-transformation is 
accompanied by the allocation of responsibility to the victim of the violence—that they de-
serve punishment and, with that moral judgment made, the perpetrator of violence becomes a 
dutiful instrument of a larger, already determined set of causes and consequences.65

Milgram’s insights have informed subsequent analyses of obedience—lying at the 
heart, for example, of Christopher Browning’s study of a German reserve police battalion 
during World War II.66 Milgram’s own immediate point of reference was American military 
experience in Vietnam. But his work also illuminates aspects of early twentieth-century mili-
tary behavior. Alongside Bedier and Le Bon’s reading of German atrocities in Belgium, for 
example, stands Van Langenhove’s nuanced account of the central importance of the idea 
of the franc-tireur—the irregular warrior, concealed in the civilian landscape, who poses a 
deadly threat to the individual soldiers in an advancing army.67 Tracing the history of the 
figure back to the Franco-Prussian War, van Langenhove describes how the rank-and-file 
of the German army became convinced that almost any civilian might be a franc-tireur and 
grew willing to use preemptive, disproportionate violence against civilians, justifying it to 
themselves as a defensive tactic. In Milgram’s terms, the franc-tireur became for German 
officers and enlisted men the prime mover of the violence in which they were engaged, and 
as such the deserving victim of their righteous retribution: by eradicating these duplicitous 
enemies, they would restore order.68

Figures with the franc-tireur’s core characteristic of duplicity and mystery, who blur the 
line between active and passive resistance among civilians, can be found in a host of other his-
torical settings including, most recently, the Iraq of 2003, where Saddam Hussein’s Fedayeen 
threatened to derail the anticipated speed and smoothness of the U.S. military’s advance. Ot-
toman Macedonia was also home to a figure of this kind, most often called by their Bulgarian 
or Macedonian name, komitadji . . . and I conclude this paper by suggesting that a focus on 
the figure of the komitadji as a variant on the franc-tireur provides the basis for a fuller analysis 
of the Greek soldiers’ conduct and testimonies, and a definitive judgment on their facticity.

As noted above, it was only in those cases where either prisoners or komitadjis were 
being executed that the Greek letters contain avowals of personal agency. Irregular forces, 
comprised of locals and some nationals from neighboring states, had been operating on Ot-
toman territory for at least a decade, sometimes targeting civilians for assassination or terror 
attacks, and sometimes engaging each other. By far the most numerous and locally embedded 
were those associated with the Macedonian Revolutionary Organization, which looked to 
Bulgaria for support.69 As the Carnegie commission reported, the Balkan Wars were marked 
by cases in which local communities welcomed the allied armies as liberators and took up 
arms against Turkish forces or civilians. As tensions between the allies arose, and liberators 
became occupiers, these irregulars harassed or at times even confronted the regular armed 
forces of Greece, Bulgaria, and Serbia. The Greek and Serbian fears of komitadji actions in 
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the areas they controlled, then, were not wholly fabricated, but were an acknowledgment of 
the reality: their campaigns in Macedonia and Thrace were those of foreigners, and once they 
broke with Bulgaria, goodwill was lost. But there was a spiraling and rumor-driven element 
to this as well, as, like German soldiers in Belgium, or U.S. soldiers in Iraq, they found it 
impossible to distinguish between civilians and potential enemies.

And at the same time, it was this very context—where their self-image as liberators 
did not match the way they were perceived, as occupiers—that led to the kinds of atrocity 
that were witnessed. Louvain in Belgium, Malabon in the Philippines, and Haditha in Iraq 
all demonstrate the same kind of reaction by military units to unanticipated resistance, or 
perceived duplicity, that we see in the Greek letters. The issue in all cases is not the level of 
barbarism or civilization of one army or people as opposed to another: it is the breakdown 
of easy distinctions between civilian and military in contested spaces, and the blurring of 
the categories of occupation, liberation, and collaboration that define the limits of what is 
acceptable conduct.

Such comparison from beyond the region, across space and time, weighs in to sug-
gest that these letters were genuine, not forged. They also point to the importance of under-
standing that there was indeed a fundamental difference between the Greek and Bulgarian 
enterprises in Macedonia and Thrace. This was not racial, or civilizational, but rather orga-
nizational. Although both armies were equipped with similar hardware from the armories 
of Europe, they were built for very different kinds of war. The Greek military was built on 
the German or Prussian model; later this was complemented by a French military mission.70

The Hellenic Army had sent selected military cadres to operate in Macedonia in the period 
1903–1908, but they operated strictly against Macedonian and Bulgarian komitadjis and 
their sympathizers. They were counterinsurgents, rather than insurgents: in military par-
lance, holding the field, preparing it for the main attack by Greece’s regular army. During the 
Balkan Wars, the use of such tactics reportedly continued, with advance emissaries “fixing” 
enemy targets (which included uncooperative civilians) so that the main force could then 
operate directly against them.71 Greece’s irredentist agenda was to be realized, in standard 
Clausewitzian terms, by the application of maximal force—represented by the army, operat-
ing outside national borders—at the enemy’s center of gravity.

The Bulgarian army, by contrast, looked to Russian doctrine for its roots.72 It was built 
to wage wars of national liberation for the Bulgarians in Macedonia: its strategy was to oper-
ate alongside irregulars, paramilitaries, or insurgents on “foreign” territory, as part of a mass 
national movement.73 As such, it was closer in orientation to concepts of “people’s war” that 
have become more familiar in the course of the twentieth century. When Bulgarian generals 
prided themselves on their level of militarization, it can be argued that they referred to some-
thing more than sheer numbers of conscripts. To a far greater extent than Greece, Bulgaria 
had sponsored and nurtured ideas of local autonomy in Macedonia, and Bulgarian officers 
had spent far more time working directly with inhabitants of the region, diffusing both the 
hardware and the ideas necessary for violent revolution. The goal was a “nation under arms” 
that stretched across Macedonia, and that would exact an unacceptable cost from any foreign 
occupying army.

The Greek soldiers of the Nineteenth Infantry, then, found themselves fighting a war 
they did not understand. Their leaders, military and civilian, were little better off. But the 
front-line troops and their commanders dealt with the difficulties posed by this particular 
challenge to their doctrines and procedures in different ways. It is at a distance from the 
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battlefield that ideas—and especially dangerous ones—work most effectively. As noted in 
Bartov’s account of Germany’s World War II invasion of Russia, “the dehumanization of the 
enemy, which is at the core of the process of barbarization, hinges upon the enemy’s ano-
nymity, facelessness . . . best achieved when he is part of a mass, and most difficult when it 
is reduced to two individuals facing each other.”74 King Constantine’s response to obstacles 
in Thrace and Macedonia, and that of his general officers—as with General Smith in the 
Philippines, or General Moltke in World War I, frustrated by the slow advance of his army 
through Belgium—was informed by a dangerous mix of second-hand experiences, theories 
of the behavior of “others,” and somewhat Manichaean conceptions about the mission of 
civilization or culture. Thus, in the terms used by Sir Edward Grey in the British parlia-
ment, the war began as liberation, turned to a struggle for conquest, then ended as war of 
extermination.75

The reactions of Greek soldiers on the front line were rather different, and the letters 
bear witness to their distress. As such, they resonate with the conclusions reached by two 
of the foreign commentators cited earlier. H. N. Brailsford, who translated the letters and 
worked most closely with them as a member of the Carnegie commission, published a book 
of his own one month after the release of the Inquiry. The War of Steel and Gold is a radical, 
anti-imperialist work: among its targets were British jingoism and chauvinism more gener-
ally. Brailsford included his own front-line testimony from his experience as a volunteer in 
the Greco-Turkish War of 1898.

I had not known I was firing at simple peasants. I had been firing at “the enemy,” “the Turks,” 
“the Sultan’s brutal soldiery,” the “forces of Oriental barbarism,” and other names, phrases and 
abstractions . . . I understood at length that the military discipline which I had been proud to 
obey myself, and to impose on others, was the necessary condition of this criminal stupidity 
called war.76

Russian war correspondent (and future Red Army Commander) Leon Trotsky offered a dif-
ferent, but equally scathing commentary on the international order’s ultimate responsibility 
for the violence he witnessed in the Balkans, writing:

We have learned how to wear suspenders, to write clever leading articles, and to make milk 
chocolate, but when we need to reach a serious decision about how a few different tribes are 
to live together on a well-endowed European peninsula, we are incapable of finding any other 
method than mutual extermination on a mass scale.77

I conclude with these citations, and the suggestion that they came out of what could be 
termed an ethnographic sensibility on these authors’ part to the realities of asymmetrical 
warfare among civilians, wherever it occurs. They resonate, I suggest, with the content and 
form of the Greek soldiers’ testimony from 1913, suggesting that the systematic slaughters of 
the Balkan Wars should be attributed not to the mentality of an “excitable southern race” but 
to the reach and impact of European-style military loyalty, duty, and discipline—terms that, 
as Stanley Milgram argued, are “heavily saturated with moral meaning,” and which underpin 
the kind of groupist thinking that was so much a part of national self-fashioning across the 
continent.78 In this reading, the Greek soldiers’ testimonies from the borderlands of Europe 
register not atavistic hatred, but flickers of human resistance to the modern, totalizing proj-
ect of which their authors were an unwilling part. The Balkan Wars, perhaps, were not as 
Balkan as we have come to believe.
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Failed Identity and the 
Assyrian Genocide

David Gaunt

The suffering of the Assyrian, Chaldean, and Syrian Christians in the Ottoman Empire dur-
ing World War I is one of the least known genocides of modern times. If it is known at all 
it usually goes under the collective name of Assyrian genocide, which will be used here. 
A major reason for this obscurity is the failure of these religiously heterogeneous ethnic 
groups to agree on a common cultural and national identity. This resulted in a multiplicity 
of local experiences and selective memories. The story of the Assyrian genocide dissolves 
into a number of specific minor narratives framed by local contexts, most of which pale in 
comparison with the grand drama of the Armenian genocide, but were no less deadly for the 
populations involved. The declining Ottoman Empire found Oriental Christians that for cen-
turies were split into antagonistic churches which had been locked into denigrating one an-
other. Each cult had a strong exclusive in-group identity that militated against the very idea 
of a multilayered pan-Assyrian identity. Many outside observers considered these Christians 
curious, insignificant cultural relics, whereas the fate of the vigorous Armenian community 
loomed as a great concern in international diplomacy. One aspect of this invisibility is that 
the narratives of the Assyrian genocide build on testimonies of survivors whose perception 
was limited to local issues such as the struggle with nomadic tribes for agricultural land and 
the religious fanaticism of local Muslim sects. In the final analysis the Assyrians had no clear 
idea why they were being annihilated. In particular, they recognized only the local dimen-
sions of their suffering and had no understanding of the overall policies and interests of the 
Young Turk government.

Two themes will be addressed in this chapter. The first concerns how the Assyr-
ians got caught up in a state-orchestrated genocide that targeted Armenians. The second 
is about why the Assyrian genocide is still relatively unknown. Both are linked to the dis-
puted nature of national identity and to the Assyrians’ distant settlement in economically 
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marginal borderlands. Some compensated for their impotence by seeking protection from 
Kurdish tribes, which of course only further complicated matters of cultural diversity and 
political loyalties.

Confessional and Political Heterogeneity
The historical origins of the Assyrian peoples are clouded. Historically they1 lived in north-
ern Mesopotamia or Kurdistan. They formed an unstable ethnic puzzle along the present-
day frontiers of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. All of them share a legacy from the ancient 
Assyrian Empire, but not all call themselves Assyrians. Basic divisions among them date 
to wars between the Roman Empire and Persia. An eastern group grew inside Persia and a 
western group evolved inside the Byzantine Empire. This ancient division nurtured perma-
nent religious and linguistic sectarianism, which became expressed in mutual exclusivity and 
fierce theological conflicts.

A main feature of the Assyrian peoples is their early adherence to Christianity. A loose 
church organization spread from Antioch and imprinted its special version of Christian the-
ology. After the Roman Empire accepted Christianity, a process of unification began. Key 
standpoints essential to the Antioch theology were deemed heretical. Rejecting the new Ro-
man creed, the newly designated heretics simply created their own churches. They could 
only survive as isolated enclaves in the marginal tracts of northern Mesopotamia. Eastern-
ers, particularly those who belong to the Nestorian church, freely call themselves Assyrians.2

The Chaldeans agree to the term Assyro-Chaldeans. But the large western group, led by the 
Syrian Orthodox Church, reject Assyrian as a meaningful identity and insist on being called 
Syrians or Syriacs.3

The theocratic Ottoman state conserved Assyrian religious differences by officially 
distinguishing the Nasturiler (Nestorians) from the Keldaniler (Chaldeans) and the Süry-
aniler (Syrian Orthodox). None of these churches had more than a few hundred thousand 
adherents by the early twentieth century.4 For administrative reasons the non-Muslims were 
formed into separate millets (Turkish for nation) and were represented by the highest reli-
gious leaders, appointees of the sultan. The millet leader was also responsible for collect-
ing the taxes from his community. Originally, the Ottomans recognized three non-Muslim 
millets: the Jewish, Greek Orthodox, and Armenian.5 For centuries the Syrian Orthodox 
and Nestorian Assyrians were associated with the Armenian millet, while the Chaldeans as 
Catholics had no millet to belong to until much later.

In the course of the nineteenth century, the Sultan established new millets for the 
minor religions. Up to 1882 the Syrian Orthodox had been part of the large Armenian mil-
let. When the Armenian Catholics received millet status, their millet spoke on behalf of the 
Chaldean and Syrian Catholics. Because of internal quarrels, all Assyrian churches were in 
desperately bad shape. All had serious problems with the legitimacy of the leaders, as ap-
pointment to high office was either hereditary or for sale. Further, in the shifting balance 
of power, the patriarchs proved increasingly unable to protect their own communities from 
lawlessness and violence. The Chaldean church was the largest Catholic organization among 
the Assyrians. But in 1873 the exodus of many of Mosul’s wealthy families shook its founda-
tions, splitting it in two.6 On the eve of World War I a Chaldean priest published a study that 
showed a church in decline, particularly in the Anatolian provinces. Some parishes had no 
priest and the members would attend Armenian Catholic services.7
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From about 1840, northern Mesopotamia emerged as an increasingly contested the-
ater of ethnic and confessional civil war.8 The ethnic balance of power shifted in favor of a few 
Kurdish tribes that were willing to be the instruments of the central government. The indig-
enous Christian minorities were on the losing end of local struggles over territory and social 
supremacy, as various Kurdish tribes and clans battled for local supremacy. Blocked by their 
mutual antagonism, the Christians could mount no unified opposition. Powerless alone, the 
Assyrians formed ties with Kurdish tribes and some even had Christian sections. Although 
this was a wise decision in the short run, it brought the Christians directly into the turmoil 
of Kurdish tribal warfare. Conditions grew particularly dangerous when the tribes split over 
resistance or submission to the Ottoman government’s expanding control.

Reckoning the size of the Oriental Christian population is not a straightforward 
matter. However, a few sources can be combined to give a population on the eve of World 
War I. A delegation at the Paris peace conference published statistics tables for what they 
called the Assyro-Chaldean core areas. And the Armenian Patriarch supplied figures for 
non-Armenian Christians living in Armenian core areas. When the two sources are com-
bined one gets a total of 608,000 divided about equally among Nestorians, Chaldeans, and 
Syrian Orthodox.9 This is probably a maximum figure.

The Social and Economic Background to Massacres
Borderzones are sensitive militarized areas, and states make efforts to see that the popula-
tions are docile and loyal. The Assyrians and Syrians in the Ottoman Empire were not par-
ticularly docile, and they had grown even less loyal once the Young Turks came to power. 
Therefore, plans to deport them were just being implemented on the eve of World War I.

In northern Mesopotamia economic life revolved about the caravan trade, which was 
slow and costly. Avoiding the deserts to the south, caravans traversed the region because of 
its adequate supplies of water and food. Towns were situated at suitable distances and shops 
and crafts lived from provisioning the tradesmen. The farmers sold wool, tobacco, fruit, and 
nuts. However, the region declined economically during late Ottoman times. Caravan trade 
dwindled as the Suez Canal and the Trans-Caucasian railroad opened up quicker routes, 
which resulted in less transit through Mesopotamia. The price of wool, the most important 
local product, plummeted in the face of competition from Australia. Mardin saw the number 
of shops decline from 1,200 in 1875 to 700 in 1891.10 In addition, Assyrians suffered from the 
depredations of Kurdish tribes and were steadily pushed off their land. Subsequently, new 
Christian villages grew up in the previously sparsely populated steppe along the desert’s rim. 
But the new villages were very exposed to nomad attacks.

When Ottoman rule began seriously to falter the European powers intervened to 
protect the Christian minorities. By the Treaty of Berlin 1878 the Europeans assumed 
responsibility for supervising the progress of reforms toward social equality between 
Muslims and Armenians. From this date the Armenian Question became the object of 
international humanitarian concern. Many countries placed consuls in major cities to 
monitor the implementation of reforms. They often complained to the provincial govern-
ment and demanded restitution and justice. Consular dispatches indicate that in certain 
localities the other Christians were treated just as harshly as the Armenians. The situa-
tion was particularly inflamed in Diyarbakir province, which formed a multiethnic tran-
sitional zone mixing Armenians, Kurds, Syrian Orthodox, Syrian Catholic, Chaldean, 
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Nestorians, and Arabs. The more numerous Kurds were increasingly influential at the 
local and provincial levels.

A French consul stationed in Diyarbakir warned that the “Armenian Question” con-
cealed a universal Christian dimension.

This state of affairs affects all Christians regardless of race, be they Armenian, Chaldean, 
Syrian or Greek. It is the result of a religious hatred that is all the more implacable in that it 
is based on the strength of some and the weakness of others. We might even say that the “Ar-
menian issue’” is foreign to this matter, for if the Armenians are indeed the worst treated, it is 
because they are the most numerous and because it is easy to portray the cruelty with which 
they are subjected as a form of repression necessary for public safety.11

In November 1895, deadly ethnic riots erupted in Diyarbakir with the torching of the ba-
zaars. Mobs struck mainly against the large Armenian community with a thousand deaths 
and two thousand shops destroyed. But 167 non-Armenian Christians perished, 89 homes 
and 308 shops were plundered, some of them burned as well.12 Observers listed massacres 
and destruction of 85 Syrian Orthodox villages around Diyarbakir. In two sub-districts the 
losses amounted to 84 Assyrians who were murdered, 10 women raped, 14 people taken 
captive, and 100 people forced to convert. In addition, 577 houses were burned.13 These riots 
gave the appearance of being equally focused on damaging or destroying property as on 
outright killing and thus can be likened to the contemporary anti-Jewish pogroms in the 
Russian Empire.

Diplomats concluded that the government intended to substitute Muslims for the 
Christian peasants living in the borderlands. This large-scale transfer could occur only 
through government-sanctioned violence, for instance, using the newly created Hamidiye 
irregular cavalry as an instrument. Indeed, the main instigators of violence were often of-
ficers of the Hamidiye regiments, indicating the existence of a state policy (see chapter 9 
for a detailed discussion of the Hamidiye violence). As such they were believed to have the 
Sultan’s encouragement. They could organize campaigns against rural villages and never be 
taken to task. The French vice-consul in Diyarbakir expressed a common feeling among 
non-Muslims that the Hamidiye regiments were created in order to persecute the Christians. 
He wrote:

By giving the Kurdish chieftains carte blanche to do whatever they please, to enrich them-
selves at the Christians’ expense and to satisfy their men’s whims under the pretext that that 
will prevent them from ever considering a revolt against Ottoman authority, the Sublime Porte 
has, for the last few years, been pursuing its goal of gradually annihilating the Christian ele-
ment. But does my humble opinion not find ample proof in the very creation of the Hamidiye 
corps, a band of official highway robbers spreading terror throughout this vilayet [province] 
and many others, and in the impunity they enjoy for the crimes they commit every day?14

The suspected government involvement in the violence of the 1890s was a political 
novelty. Although there had been spontaneous riots before, the Christians as protected peo-
ple had previously been safe from government-sanctioned harassment. Government pas-
sivity or collusion meant that the riots could continue for a long period and spread far and 
wide. However, because the massacres of 1895 took place in peacetime, the European powers 
managed to halt the process before it grew into a full-blown genocide. Still, 100,000 persons 
had been killed; 2,500 villages were reduced to rubble; 645 churches and monasteries were 
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destroyed; under duress 559 parish communities had converted to Islam; 328 churches had 
been turned into mosques; and afterward 546,000 persons were left destitute.15 Diplomats 
saw a common pattern in the massacres: they started at a predetermined hour, sparked by the 
blowing of a trumpet. Any Christians who approached the authorities for protection were ar-
rested, and the known perpetrators were never brought to justice. All this seemed to indicate 
conspiracy among the powerful notables and the local authorities, as well as the blessing of 
the central government.

Contemporaries point to an intensification of religious violence in the borderland dur-
ing the 20 years leading up to World War I. The intention was not just to kill, but even more 
to remove the economic livelihood of the non-Muslims. According to many accounts this 
violence was indiscriminate and survivors were left penniless. Ethnic rioters pillaged homes 
and all property that could not be carried away was willfully destroyed. The Syrian Orthodox 
Patriarch commented on the Hamidiye massacres: “The greater number of the people of 
our community became impoverished and in want after having been well-off [and] fell into 
lamentable condition. . . . Our hands have been emptied and there remains to us no power 
for carrying on desired work.”16 An American missionary explained “the plundered villag-
ers have had but a tenth of their property restored to them; their burned and broken down 
houses are still in ruins; much of their grain has been either pastured while green, reaped 
when ripe by the Kurd, or carried from the threshing floor by the marauding Arab.”17

Tribal attacks became everyday occurrences. “There have always been wars among 
ashirets [tribes], but ever since the events of 1895, they have become much more frequent in 
certain regions, such as around Mardin, Beshiri . . . and Jezire. In the space of two months, 
there have been ten of them.”18 A British missionary traveled through Hakkari just before 
World War I. Assyrian tribesmen told him that interethnic and interreligious violence was 
assuming insufferable proportions, because the government was supplying modern weapons 
to some of the Kurdish tribes. Among the tribesmen the situation had been

by no means intolerable a generation ago . . . arms were approximately equal; and the Chris-
tians, though outnumbered, had strong positions to defend, and were of good fighting stock. 
. . . So, until Abdul Hamid’s day, the parties were fairly matched on the whole; and genera-
tions of “cross-raiding” had evolved an understanding in the matter, capable of summary 
statement as “Take all you like, but do not damage what you leave; and do not touch the 
women.” Thus livestock were fair lot, and so were carpets and other house-furniture, and 
arms of course. But the house must not be burnt, and standing crops and irrigating channels 
not touched, while a gentlemanly brigand would leave the corn-store alone. Women were 
never molested when a village of ashirets was raided, until a few years ago. And this was so 
thoroughly understood that it was not necessary even to guard them. . . . Of late things have 
changed for the worse in this respect. Women are not always respected now; and the free 
distribution of rifles among the Kurds has done away with all the old equality. This was done, 
when the late Sultan raised the “Hamidiye” battalions, partly for the defense of his throne, 
partly perhaps with the idea of keeping the Christians in subjection. Now when to odds in 
numbers you add the additional handicap implied in the difference between Mauser and 
flintlock, the position becomes impossible; and the balance has since inclined steadily against 
the Christian tribes.19

The causes of the intensified violence are complex and many are not connected with 
religious hatred, even though the victims emphasized that aspect in their testimonies. Po-
litical measures, motivated by the government’s need to modernize administration and tax 
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collection, exacerbated existing interreligious tension. Many of the reforms were interven-
tions into the local balance of power between ethnic and religious groups. The ambition of 
the central government, which was notoriously weak in distant provinces, was to increase 
its direct control. This meant the intervention of troops in order to crush the autonomy 
of Kurdish tribal chiefs. The confrontation between troops and tribes was tantamount to 
civil war. The establishment of local Hamidiye regiments was one measure in the attempt to 
strengthen central control by buying the favor of a few tribes. These could act with impunity 
against their enemies. Throughout the borderlands there were Kurdish wars and the Assyr-
ians had to choose to seek protection with oppositional or government-loyal groups. Some 
large Kurdish confederations even had Assyrian sections. Other measures that led to violence 
were reforms of tax collection and land ownership. Because of population increase there was 
great demand for farmland, and the Christians, as the original inhabitants, occupied the 
best arable land. The Ottoman reforms created provincial councils and these allowed the 
local elite to participate in politics and administration. From the late 1850s, tax collection 
was the responsibility of the local councils and they appointed some of their members as 
collectors. Taxes were high and led many famers to borrow money from the tax collectors at 
high interest, causing them to get in debt, which could only be resolved by giving the land to 
the creditors. Ambitious council members competed with each other in expropriating land. 
Even the Kurdish and Arab nomad tribes strove to gain land, but were inclined to use raw 
violence to get it. Assyrians who were under the protection of Kurdish tribes were sucked 
into the maelstrom of inter-tribal Kurdish warfare. The limited supply of good farmland was 
worsened by population growth, the in-migration of new tribes, the decline of the caravan 
trade, and the need to settle Muslim refugees from the Caucasus. All of this put the relatively 
better-off Christian farmers in danger.

After the Young Turk Revolution
The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and the dethronement of Sultan Abdul Hamid looked 
at first sight like a golden opportunity for reconciliation of religious and ethnic conflicts. 
A general atmosphere of harmony evolved in the major cities and it was hoped that rural 
lawlessness would stop. Several choices lay open for the Assyrians. They could either go in 
wholeheartedly for the idea of a universal Ottoman citizenship with equality for all, or they 
could opt for “Assyrianism” and some form of autonomy. Both of these choices implied a 
break with exclusive sectarianism.

But there were also Assyrians who played down their ethnicity. By the early twentieth 
century no national political figures called themselves Assyrian. It is significant that when 
Davud Yusufani, a member of the Chaldean church in Mosul, was elected to the Ottoman 
National Assembly, he was designated as an Arab member.20 Like most other Christians he 
was attracted to the liberal Party of Freedom and Understanding, which was the main op-
position party to the radical nationalist Committee of Union and Progress.

The Young Turk revolution relaxed censorship, and some Assyrians began to pub-
lish journals. For the first time, a kind of Assyrian public opinion formed, however limited 
its scope. The prime issue was to overcome heterogeneity and reconcile enmity among the 
Assyrian churches. However, a concept of common ethnicity was completely lacking and 
the first efforts were no more than half-measures. Instead, there was an effort to place each 
sect separately within the umbrella of Ottoman citizenship. Sometimes the journals would 
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reprint articles by national politicians who praised the virtues of Ottomanism. An often re-
printed Turkish thinker was Riza Tevfik, a liberal who had broken with the CUP. His ideal is 
revealed in an appeal made at the outbreak of the Balkan wars, insisting:

[It was] not a religious conflict. In this day and age, there can be no religious conflicts. . . . For 
now I wish only to ask of everyone, of every patriot, not to heed the words of hypocrites or 
look down on the Christians with whom we live, with whom we work side by side, who pay 
their taxes with us and who are soldiers; and do not forget that the Ottoman state and nation 
recognizes them, and our law protects their rights just as it protects ours.21

This statement appeals for a utopian multiethnic and multiconfessional society. At the same 
time, Riza admitted the reality that anti-Christian feelings were actually growing.

A few Syrian Orthodox intellectuals challenged the traditional sectarianism. Naum 
Faik Palak addressed an assembly of Assyrians gathered at Harput with the call, “if we desire 
progress, then we must unite.”22 What was new for the Assyrian context was that he began 
to toy with a concept of nation as an entity that was greater than simply a gathering of co-
religionists. He used the term Süryani (Syriac) for all persons who in some way descended 
from the early Syrian Orthodox church. However, he avoided the term Assyrian and his vi-
sion excluded the Nestorians and Chaldeans. When he felt the need to connect into a larger 
community he instead referred to Ottoman citizenship.

Faik’s journal Kevkeb Madenho (Star of the East) was published in Diyarbakir until 
1912, when he migrated to Paterson, New Jersey. His writings in Turkey reveal him as a 
clear-cut patriot praising the “glorious Ottoman constitution.” In diaspora the term Assyrian 
was widely used. Once he arrived in America, Faik changed his self-identification and urged 
unity under the Assyrian umbrella. “These brothers are Nestorians, Chaldeans, Maronites, 
Catholics, Protestants. . . . I remind these groups [of] their pasts, their race, their blood and 
flesh, their tongue. . . . We must work to exalt the name of the Assyrians. . . . Our primary goal 
is to secure the rights of the Assyrians.”23

Ashur Yusuf ’s paper Mürşid-i Âsûriyûn (Guide of the Assyrians) was published from 
1909 up until his murder in the genocide of 1915. Yusuf was a teacher at Euphrates College, 
an overwhelmingly Armenian Protestant school, in the provincial capital Harput, where 
there existed an Assyrian enclave that spoke Armenian. One of his major issues was how to 
save the Assyrians from total assimilation. Politically Yusuf was a patriotic Ottomanist and 
encouraged Christian youths to do military service in the Balkan Wars.

Despite very high expectations for the new constitutional government, anti-Christian 
violence in the eastern provinces did not decrease. Instead its scale seemed to increase, and 
associates of the Young Turk party could break the law with impunity. In August 1908, the 
Kurdish emir of Berwari drove 11,000 Nestorian Assyrians from their homes in the Lizan 
valley. The British vice-consul in Van sent a communiqué on this subject. Someone at the 
embassy annotated the document with the optimistic hope “that under the Constitutional 
regime and with the disappearance of ruthless extermination of the Christian by the Mos-
lem elements in the distant Asiatic provinces, the Nestorians like the Armenians, Syrians 
of Jezireh district etc. will not be exposed to such incidents which were most due to the 
incitement or connivance of Turkish officialdom.”24 However, the protests to the provincial 
government met with no response. Police sent to arrest the emir returned empty-handed. A 
few years later a tax collector killed an Assyrian village headman and a district governor stole 
thousands of sheep. The protests of the patriarch were met with the response that the accused 
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were immune as “good constitutionalists.”25 Some believed conditions actually had gotten 
worse. One Assyrian remarked in 1911: “If this is Hurriet [freedom], give us back the other.”26

Such frustration reflected a chronic problem of the Ottoman state: that the central 
government was forced to act in concert with powerful local notables and provincial officials 
were too weak to act without their approval.27 As a consequence popular hate campaigns 
against the Christian minorities flourished as part of local political agitation. An attempt by 
the Young Turks to disband the disruptive Hamidiye irregulars led to revolt and they were 
soon reinstated under a new name, the Tribal Light Cavalry Regiments.

Anti-Christian Opinion
“Man-in-the-street” opinion held that because the Christians regularly appealed to foreign 
powers to ameliorate their conditions they had forfeited the traditional protection that Mus-
lims were obliged to give them. In addition, after reforms established legal equality, they no 
longer observed the established cultural and social rules of deference to Muslims. Therefore, 
fanatics argued that, having broken the dhimmi (contract) of deference to the Muslims in 
return for tolerance, the Christians no longer needed to be protected. A feeling of insecurity 
emerged among the Assyrians and an even greater desire for outside protection. But the 
foreign interventions fed a vicious circle of repression. Calls for government action raised by 
foreign diplomats often fell on deaf ears. But the knowledge of such complaints unleashed 
renewed popular attacks. Conditions did not improve after the Young Turk revolution, but 
rather grew more desperate. A British missionary described the desperation of the Nestorian 
tribes as complaints only made the situation worse. He wrote:

The attitude of the British Government makes it more and more difficult to afford even that 
[slight] amount of political help which was formerly possible. Mar Shimun has several times 
lately deprecated the reporting of acts of Kurdish oppression to the British Consuls, on the 
ground that their intervention will accomplish nothing beyond irritating the Turkish offi-
cials.28

The knee-jerk reaction among Muslims to the Young Turk revolution of 1908 was the 
feeling that “religion was being lost.” Although based on a misunderstanding of the Young 
Turk position, it reinforced feelings of humiliation and nourished hate speech. The Sultan 
had been well known for his support of Islam, so the return to constitutional rule was inter-
preted as a reversal of that policy and a confirmation of religious equality. At first the Young 
Turks had received much support from non-Muslims. Voices from Diyarbakir complained: 
“We cannot tolerate the Caliph of Muslims becoming a toy in the hands of the CUP” and 
“Have the infidels become Muslims or the Muslims become infidels, such that they kiss each 
other and become equals?”29

A geographically limited but very bloody massacre occurred in Adana, capital of eco-
nomically advanced Cilicia, during an attempted counter-coup by the Sultan’s followers in 
April 1909. This massacre was seen as a turning point. An Armenian National Assembly 
delegate investigating the violence noted that the Adana riots marked a change from the pre-
vious anti-Christian policy, as for the first time Armenians were not the only targets.

During the Abdul Hamid regime, the women and children were spared, and the Christians 
of other nationalities were not attacked, not even Armenian Catholics and Armenian Prot-
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estants. But as at Adana, no distinctions were made among the Christians. The Syrian Or-
thodox and the Syrian Catholics who do not have any similarity with the language of the 
Armenians—because they speak Arabic—were killed: of the first, 400 victims, and of the 
second 65; the Chaldeans there were 200.30

This was actually not the first time Assyrians and Armenians were slaughtered together, but 
this statement reflects the lack of detailed information of earlier atrocities among National 
Assembly politicians.

The most common vulgarity used to designate non-Muslims was gavur or infidel. On 
several occasions official declarations were made to ban the word. For instance, on the Young 
Turk Revolution the Shaykh al-Islam preached that there was no justification in calling the 
Christians gavur. This position failed to penetrate the Anatolian provinces, however. There 
were many reports of local fanatics who fired up Muslims to eradicate all of the infidels. 
Diplomats noted a leaflet from a group calling itself the Committee for National Defense 
that urged each Muslim to kill three or four Christians. In Diyarbakir a pamphlet circulated 
deeming murder of infidels a religious duty.31

The Genocide
Memories of 1895 and 1909 were still fresh at the start of World War I. Some Christians con-
sidered the mass killings and ethnic cleansing as an unbroken spiral of escalating harassment 
culminating in 1915. Very early in the war, and particularly from New Year’s Day 1915, the 
Christian population feared the outbreak of new massacres. Their leaders urged them to be 
calm, to ignore provocations and endure the various outrages. Meanwhile, among some Mus-
lims a desire developed to carry out a more complete massacre than had been possible before.32

It was probably natural for the Assyrians to hope that they could survive relatively 
unharmed in a conflict the government described in purely Armenophobic terms. But in 
the local context of the northern Mesopotamian borderland the Christian population was 
a mix of Assyrians and Armenians. The Assyrians also possessed wealth and land so local 
politicians had no qualms about pretending that the Assyrians were Armenians in order to 
get government blessing to attack their settlements. Initially, there were serious attempts by 
appointed officials to shield the Assyrians from the deportations. However, after protests 
by local CUP politicians these officials were immediately replaced. Three district governors 
were killed on orders from the provincial governor of Diyarbakir. Authorities forced Kurdish 
chiefs who promised to rescue their Assyrian friends to change their minds. This difference 
reflects changes brought about by the rise of extreme nationalists to power and the local 
targeting of all Christians in eastern Anatolia. All were fingered as subversive elements and 
potential allies of the enemy—the Nestorians were perceived as the instrument of Russia, the 
Chaldeans and Syrian Catholics were perceived as close to France, and the Protestants were 
assumed to have contact with Britain.

Local conditions were markedly different, and the experience of each Assyrian com-
munity varied depending on whether it was hit by the combined forces of the national and 
local governments or solely by local forces. Because the central government focused on the 
Armenians, they undeniably had fewer chances than the Assyrians to survive the war. How-
ever, the Assyrians suffered rates of annihilation that were more than 50 percent, and in 
Diyarbakir the proportion rose to nearly two-thirds.33
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The case of the Nestorian tribesmen of the Hakkari Mountains is that of a full ethnic 
cleansing enforced by the military. These Assyrians faced the direct wrath of the Young Turk 
government as well as the local Kurdish tribes. Thus their situation was analogous to that of 
the Armenians. Just before the Ottomans formally entered the war, Talât Pasha, the minister 
of the interior, saw them as a security risk and issued a decree for their deportation.34 Their 
ongoing contacts with the Russians were no secret and since the Nestorians lived along the 
border with Iran it was deemed wise to deport them. They were to be sent to central Anato-
lia and dispersed so that they would never be more than 20 households in any village. This 
decree ignited a series of atrocities along the border strip. In self-defense the Assyrians tried 
to cash in on promises given by the Russians, but they only received a few surplus weapons 
and ammunition. In late May 1915 a window of opportunity appeared as a Turkish army was 
retreating from Iran through the Hakkari Mountains. The Assyrians joined Russian troops 
in a victorious battle. This military participation had dire consequences. Halil, a very influ-
ential general who was the uncle of the minister of war, headed the defeated army. He and 
his humiliated soldiers blamed both Armenians and Assyrians for their losses and began to 
punish civilian Ottoman Christians. The officers instigated horrible massacres of Christians 
of all faiths in the towns of Bashkala, Siirt, and Bitlis. The second consequence was the deci-
sion by the central government to send fresh troops to exterminate the Assyrian tribes. Talât 
ordered: “we should not let them return to their homelands.”35 Local Kurdish tribes rein-
forced the Turkish troops, and the Assyrians were outnumbered and outgunned. The Turk-
ish campaign involved driving people out of their villages and up into the barren mountain 
peaks. The deserted villages, churches, fields, and orchards were destroyed. In September, 
after much loss of life, they poured over the Iranian border, seeking asylum behind Russian 
lines. At the most 35,000, clearly less than half the original population, made up the wave of 
refugees leaving Turkey.36

In comparison with the Nestorian tribes, the case of the Assyrians in Diyarbakir prov-
ince was less clear-cut because it was basically a local initiative unconnected with national 
politics. The loss of life was staggering despite the absence of an order targeting the Assyrians. 
Provincial actions consisted of mass murder done very rapidly without the prior knowledge 
of the central government. A variety of local resources were mobilized: townsmen formed 
death squads, outlaws were pardoned, jihad rhetoric fired up nomad tribes. Instigated by 
local CUP politicians, the provincial administration of Diyarbakir organized attacks on Ar-
menian and Assyrian villages starting in April 1915—ostensibly in search of rebels, weapons, 
and bombs. Arms searches were accompanied by mass arrests of the Christian leadership. By 
late May and early June, the urban Christian elite had been almost completely arrested. Many 
were tortured to get confessions. Their families were extorted to pay large sums of money for 
a release that never came. Prisoners were dehumanized and paraded in chains through the 
Muslim quarters and taken to places of execution. In Diyarbakir they were placed on rafts 
and then killed and thrown into the Tigris River.

The arrest and execution of urban Armenian males was near total, but that of the As-
syrians was less complete. Catholic and Protestant Assyrians ran the greatest risk of being 
killed. Among the first group of notables who were arrested in Mardin were 230 Armenians 
and 255 Assyrians (113 Syrian Catholics, 30 Chaldeans, 27 Protestants, and 85 Syrian Or-
thodox). But suddenly all the Syrian Orthodox were released—some say the bishop paid a 
large bribe for their release; others say that the bishop signed a false accusation accusing the 
Armenians and other Assyrians of planning a revolt.37 This was perhaps the most telling case 
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of the lack of solidarity between the Assyrian sects. Something similar occurred in the town 
of Midyat when the Syrian Orthodox stood as bystanders when the Assyrian Protestants 
were killed in a mass execution.

There was some reaction on the part of the central government to news that all Chris-
tians, not just Armenians, were being annihilated. Several sources in Mardin write of the ar-
rival of a decree sent by the Sultan ordering the release of all non-Armenian prisoners, said to 
have come in mid-June. Some prisoners were released temporarily from jail in several towns. 
However, massacres in the countryside continued and many of the released Assyrians were 
rearrested and executed later on. The German consul in Mosul urgently reported of an ongoing 
“general massacre” affecting all Christians.38 Pressure from the German government prompted 
Talât to send a telegram to Diyarbakir to the effect that the “measures adopted against the Ar-
menians are absolutely not to be extended to other Christians” because of the bad impression 
it made on world opinion.39 By that time almost all rural villages had been eradicated.

Two villages were able to put up long-term resistance: Ayn Wardo near Midyat and 
Azakh near Jizre. They withstood first the efforts of amassed Kurdish tribes and then the 
siege by Ottoman troops. At Azakh the leader of the siege was a well-known CUP politi-
cian, Ömer Naci Bey, formerly the party’s general inspector. In order to get government 
permission to deploy troops, the provincial government falsely claimed that the villagers 
were Armenians. After a month-long siege had failed, an armistice was arranged once it was 
acknowledged that the population of the village was Syrian and Chaldean. According to cor-
respondence between the commander of the third army and the minister of war, the army 
would deal with the villagers later on. As the commander wrote to the war minister: “when 
to complete the destruction of the rebellion is a matter that is left to your discretion.”40 In Di-
yarbakir province and its neighboring region, 178 Assyrian towns and villages were cleansed 
and most were reduced to rubble. Later Muslim refugees from other parts of the empire were 
resettled in the villages, which authorities euphemistically termed “abandoned.”

Thus there are several specific local contexts to the Assyrian genocide. The eastern As-
syrians lived along the very border and had a history of contacts with Russia. This caught the 
attention of the central government and resulted in government-orchestrated and extremely 
violent ethnic cleansing. The local tribes aided the army, but did not take the initiative. The 
western context is quite different, as the Syrian Orthodox had no contacts with the enemy 
and lived far from the front line. The genocide was perpetrated for purely local reasons. 
There are indications that the government did not order the eradication of the Diyarbakir 
Syrians and Chaldeans. However, it acquiesced to the fait accompli and approved of the op-
portunity it presented to settle Muslim refugees. In certain situations the provincial authori-
ties pretended that the Syrians and Assyrians were Armenians. The lack of a common Assyr-
ian identity made it easy for the locals to conceal their real identity. In addition, since there 
was an existing conflict between confessions it was easy to apply divide-and-rule techniques. 
In several towns, Syrian Orthodox communities simply abandoned Assyrians who belonged 
to other faiths.

War Claims
Immediately after the Ottoman surrender in October 1918 it seemed as if the Assyrians 
might overcome their mutual antagonism and form a united political front. It was difficult 
to develop a common narrative, as easterners had been punished for participation in the 
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war, while the westerners had merely defended themselves from aggressors. The tasks were 
calculating number of victims and raising the demand for independence at the Paris peace 
conference. The first estimates of population loss for all of the Assyrian churches totaled 
more than 250,000 deaths, with hundreds of destroyed villages. It was asserted that 175,000 
of the Assyrian dead had been wrongly listed among the Armenian victims.41

A special challenge was to lift the suffering of the Assyrians out from under the shadow 
of the massive genocide that afflicted the Armenians. But this immediately revived sectarian 
antagonisms through clumsy comparisons. One Assyrian leader bitterly asserted: “No na-
tion in modern history has suffered as much as our nation. We have endured our massacres 
silently. The horrors . . . infinitely surpass those of Armenia. Often at the expense of the As-
syrian atrocities the Armenians have received the sympathy of the European nations. . . . A 
nation of many millions has been reduced to one twentieth of its original size.”42 This quote 
is symptomatic of how activists in their eagerness for recognition exaggerated their suffering 
and the degree to which they were ignored by international opinion. Exiles in the Caucasus 
echoed the same sentiment:

We have suffered and suffered more than others, we should also be considered entitled to 
recognition and realization of our ideals. A nation that has fought and fought well; a nation 
that has given hundreds of thousands for the cause of the allies and its own freedom, it would 
be the very height of injustice not to receive the rights to which she is justly entitled. Every 
sacrifice has a reward, and the sacrifices of the Assyrians cannot be justly rewarded with any-
thing short of their freedom.43

The sense of injustice can be felt in the complaint: “The Assyrian atrocities have erroneously 
been listed under the name of Armenia. The Assyrian gallantry on battlefield, amazing as it 
has been to the French, Russian and British officers who have witnessed it, has been attrib-
uted to the valor of the Armenians.”44 Although their tactics were somewhat misguided and 
inappropriate, the Assyrians, inspired by the spirit of self-determination declared by the vic-
torious allies, began their national-political activity in the shadow of the Armenians whose 
terrible fate had been universally recognized.

The feeling of unfair neglect did have some basis. For instance, the voluminous report 
of Lord Bryce and Arnold Toynbee to the British Parliament included documents on the 
Assyrians, but this aspect of the events was fully obscured by the title, “The Treatment of the 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire.”45 Some of the earliest systematic massacres perpetrated 
by the Ottoman army were on Assyrians living in northwestern Persia, and news about the 
atrocities committed there during the spring of 1915 were part of the background to the 
allied declaration that it would hold the Turkish government and its agents responsible for 
these crimes against “humanity and civilization.” Humanitarian organizations aided both 
Armenians and Assyrians. When America began to organize relief its main instrument was 
the “American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief ” which had a subsidiary named 
the “Assyrian Relief Fund.”

Within days of the armistice, the governments of France, Great Britain, and the United 
States received proposals for an independent Assyria. These territorial claims covered areas 
in Ottoman and Persian territory.46 One scheme staked out a region bordered on the west by 
the Euphrates River, in the north by the Murad Su River, and thereafter following a line south 
of Lake Van to Lake Urmia (which lies well inside Iran), east from Lake Urmia, and then 
following the Turkish–Persian border, extending in the south from the border to the Euphra-
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tes. The area designated included the important cities of Diyarbakir, Urfa, Mardin, Nisibin, 
Midyat, and Sairt in Turkey; Urmia and Salmas in Persia; Mosul, Kirkuk, Arbil, Suleimaniya, 
and Tikrit in Iraq; plus a chunk of northeastern Syria. Arguing for such a large territory, the 
delegates asserted that many of the Kurdish and Arabic groups living there originally had 
been Assyrians, thus arguing for a “racial” and “historical” bonding. They were to get none of 
this, and the Assyrian delegation at the Paris peace conference was barred from pleading its 
case. General works on the peace conference ignore the Assyrians.47

The reasons for the Assyrian diplomatic failure are extremely complex, but suffice it 
to say, they all converged on the same result: the Assyrians could not secure their indepen-
dence or even a small autonomous province. The international situation was shaky. Much 
of what the Assyrians wanted had been given to the French in the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
of 1916. In addition, there was a fatal flaw to the claims—all included parts of northwestern 
Persia. But since Persia had officially been neutral throughout the war, all of the high-pitched 
demands for compensation and territory from that kingdom fell outside the mandate of the 
peace conference. Thus the Persian Assyrians, who were the most politically and intellectu-
ally advanced, had the bitter experience of being totally ignored by the only peace conference 
available.

Backbiting
A further complication to winning the world’s attention was the deep disunity and divisiveness 
among the Assyrians themselves. Common features of the Assyrian churches were chronic 
problems with the legitimacy of their leadership, which expressed itself in quarrels, break-
aways, and local loyalty to region, tribe, or clan. The fraternal divisiveness witnessed after the 
war was quite simply a continuation of the lack of unity in the years leading up to the war.

When World War I came to an end most survivors were in refugee camps. Very few of 
them remained in their original homes. All of the church leaders save one were safe outside 
Turkey. The sole exception was the Syrian Orthodox patriarch, who was bottled up in Mardin 
and without contact with the other churches. Believing that his community needed to plan 
for a future inside Turkey, the patriarch began to court the Turkish nationalists. He issued 
public statements in support of continued Ottoman dominance and sometimes denied that 
any damage had been done to his flock during the war. In a 1919 interview for an Istanbul 
newspaper he revealed that he had no complaint against the Turkish government and much 
preferred it to any alternative. Further, his church had been “almost wholly immune from 
massacre and deportation.”48 He also told a British intelligence officer that his community 
had been spared. The British officer agreed that “the Jacobites have suffered far less than the 
other Christian communities,” but he had already gathered statistics showing tens of thou-
sands of victims.49 What lies behind the patriarch’s statements cannot be lack of information, 
since he had received the report of an investigation showing the enormous damage to the 
rural parishioners.50 What we see here is the first appearance of politically motivated silence 
about the Assyrian genocide.

The wartime suffering and the failure at the peace conference were followed by further 
disasters. The eastern Assyrians tried to return to the Hakkari area but were repulsed by 
Turkish troops and the few survivors were expelled. The Republic of Turkey in 1924 expelled 
a large number of Syrian Orthodox and seized their property. In exile the Assyrians began 
a process of selective amnesia. Memory of their tragedy in Turkey was silenced in the face 
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of the tension of adjusting to the new social context of the Iraqi and Syrian mandate states. 
The Syrian Orthodox took advantage of their church’s historic roots in the ancient Roman 
province of Syria, and thus voluntarily downplayed its Ottoman and Turkish experiences.51

Here they waited 50 years before there was a commemoration of the expulsion from Turkey. 
The Nestorian refugees in Iraq soon had a more imminent tragedy to commemorate. Many 
had collaborated with the British mandate as hated mercenary soldiers, the so-called levies. 
When the mandate ceased in 1933, the Iraqis took revenge by massacring thousands as the 
British and the League of Nations stood by helplessly.52 These massacres became the major 
catastrophe commemorated by the eastern Assyrians and a memorial “day of martyrs” is held 
on 7 August each year. Thus the commemoration became specific to a Nestorian event. Not 
until the 1980s was the silence broken when Assyrian groups began to commemorate the 
World War I genocide.

Conclusion
The religiously divided Assyrian peoples failed to attain political cooperation during the 
tragic events of the early twentieth century, and even today ideas of a common identity are 
controversial. Instead, the local communities were forced by increasing turmoil to ally with 
stronger ethnic groups, which only reinforced existing splits. During the wartime genocide 
the Assyrians were very exposed, especially as their Muslim neighbors were forced to aban-
don promises of help. The failure of the Assyrian churches to cooperate with each other has 
interfered with the presentation of a unified narrative of genocide. Other disasters, such as 
the expulsions of 1924 or the massacres of 1933 were instead adopted for the first memorials, 
which filtered out the memory of the earlier genocide that all Assyrians had suffered. Until 
recently it has sometimes been impossible to discuss the genocide issue within the official 
framework of the Syrian Orthodox Church.

Descriptions of the Assyrian genocide depend largely upon testimony from survivors 
and contemporaries. There is some documentation in the Turkish archives that specifically 
treats the Assyrians, but these deal with practical matters of deportations and army opera-
tions; none take up the political background. The testimonies have the advantage of empha-
sizing the details of violence and reveal the local contexts in which perpetrators, resistors, 
and rescuers acted. But they have the disadvantage of saying little about the underlying po-
litical reasons.

The Armenian genocide was motivated by a number of Young Turk ideological con-
cerns: demographic engineering to create a homogeneous population as part of the effort to 
modernize the state, the drive to unite all Turkish-speaking peoples, and the total rejection 
of cultural autonomy for minorities. Turkish nationalist politicians portrayed Armenians as 
a threat to the very existence of the state. In contrast, the Assyrian peoples fell outside the 
formal political arena. Instead, their victimization was part of social problems played out in 
local contexts. The prime factor was the shortage of land, which intensified as the Ottoman 
Empire sought to settle nomadic tribes. From the late nineteenth century, powerful clans 
and tribes used the reforms instigated by the central government to appropriate land. Land 
could be taken from the Christian minority with little risk of sanction, even when property 
was stolen outright.

In the general history of genocide, the Armenian case emerges as one of the first exam-
ples of a political genocide inspired by nationalist ideology.53 This meant that extermination 
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involved much more than the appropriation of wealth and property. It was also conceived 
as a step toward building a unified nation out of a multicultural empire. Until there is more 
knowledge of the intentions of the Young Turk dictatorship, the many specific Assyrian mas-
sacres can best be categorized as variants of the “settler genocides” that characterized colo-
nial land grabs in Africa, America, and Australia. These concerned above all the removal of 
the original inhabitants through a combination of killing and expulsion in order to redistrib-
ute their land to a completely new population.
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Forms of Violence during 
the Russian Occupation 
of Ottoman Territory and 
in Northern Persia 
(Urmia and Astrabad)
OCTOBER 1914–DECEMBER 1917

Peter Holquist

The area of the Caucasus and northern Anatolia was one of the areas of most intense and 
extended violence in the First World War. Factors both longstanding and contingent sparked 
this violence. But undoubtedly one key factor was that this was a borderland region, one of 
the shatterzones where empires crashed together like tectonic plates. In the early twentieth 
century the discipline of political geography developed models for these regions that are 
so particularly prone to instability and unrest. The Russian Empire was prominent as a foil 
in these theories. During the latter stages of the Great Game, Lord George Nathaniel Cur-
zon thought up and even tried to implement a “buffer zone” between Russian and British 
interests in Persia and India. Of course, he would also pursue a related program in 1919 
when he sought to impose the “Curzon Line” in Eastern Europe. In 1915, James Fairgrieve 
sketched out a model of a “crush zone” of small states existing between the German and Rus-
sian Empires.1 In the aftermath of the Second World War and as the Cold War developed, 
other scholars elaborated this model. The Anglophone scholars who developed this concept 
of the “‘shatter zone’ in Europe” often employed quotation marks around the term, having 
adopted it from interwar German literature.2 Not coincidentally, all these concepts emerged 
out of one or another iteration of the contest between the Atlantic West and Russia (be it 
the British Empire versus the Russian Empire in the nineteenth-century Great Game, or the 
United States versus the Soviet Union in the Cold War). In short, there is a history to the idea 
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of “buffer zones,” “crush zones,” “shatter zones,” and “shatter belts,” the historicity of which 
determined which areas came to be identified as such “zones.”3 As critics of this literature 
have noted, it tends to reify historical conditions as near-permanent, quasi-geological fea-
tures. One result is that such treatments tend to subordinate or overlook complex dynamics 
in favor of one-dimensional explanations—“the clash of civilizations,” for instance. In this 
chapter I describe independent dynamics—military violence and the breakdown of order in 
revolution—that played out within a borderland region.

Regions sitting astride two empires indeed have specific features, as this literature has 
rightly noted. But we need not reify these concepts. In Alfred Rieber’s felicitous formula-
tion, such regions were shaped by “persistent factors” rather than “permanent conditions.”4

The Caucasus was one such “contact zone” between the Russian and Ottoman Empires. This 
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“contact” emerged historically, rather than out of some “clash of civilizations.” For both em-
pires, greater contact with one another was itself the result of the disappearance of the “Wild 
Steppe” which had served for centuries as a buffer between them.5 With the end of the Wild 
Steppe, a space subdued not by one power alone but collectively by the empires which sur-
rounded it, the struggle became one of an overall contest between empires, particularly the 
Russian and Ottoman Empires. Russia came to confront the Ottoman Empire in the Cau-
casus as a result of the Russian annexation of the Georgian kingdom (in 1801) followed by 
the incorporation of Armenian territories—an advance which resulted more from Russian 
expansion against Persia than against the Ottomans. (The Treaty of Turkmenchai, ending 
the 1826–1828 Russo-Persian War, ceded Erivan and Nakhchivan provinces to the Russian 
Empire.) This advance against the Persian Empire set the stage for the escalation of the Rus-
sian–Ottoman duel that began from the mid-eighteenth century.

There is an extensive, and excellent, literature on the “Eastern Crisis” and struggle be-
tween the Russian and Ottoman Empires.6 The struggle encompassed not only international 
relations, but also each empire’s attempts to subdue its own borderlands—an ever-changing 
and morphing space. In this respect, the Russian Empire enjoyed a crucial advantage over the 
Ottoman Empire. Russia managed to incorporate new territories—less through “Russifica-
tion” than through étatist centralization—to a greater extent than the Ottomans, particularly 
in the Caucasian borderlands.7

Thus the advance of the Russian army in late 1914 and 1915 into the Caucasus brought 
it into a region where it not only confronted the Ottoman Empire, but into a region in which 
both empires had a long history of seeking to subdue their own borderlands and had preex-
isting relations with ethnic populations on both sides of the border.8 The extensive violence 
by both states’ armies upon the population took its most extreme form in the massacre of the 
region’s Armenian population, but it found expression in massacres and expulsions of the 
region’s Muslim and especially Kurdish population as well. The conduct of the Russian Army 
was a major contributing factor to the spiral of violence here. Its impact was both direct, 
through its own conduct on the ground, and indirect, through its sanction of various irregu-
lar formations and its (ambivalent and tactical) endorsement of ethnic politics in this region 
(for discussion of the Ottoman part in events, see chapters 8, 9, 14, and 17).

Yet it would be a mistake to view the violence of the Russian military as flowing from a 
coherent policy, still less a specific ideology, be it a supposed overarching anti-Muslim bias or 
a cynical and programmatic desire to depopulate the region (particularly of Armenians) in 
order to pursue a policy of Russian colonization.9 Various accounts have presented Russian 
policy as driven largely by the primacy of either Russian–Ottoman (or, often, Russian–Mus-
lim) relations or, for scholars of Armenia, of Russian–Armenian relations.10 Such interpreta-
tions read back nationalist agendas onto a polity that in many ways was pre-national or even 
a-national. Violence there was, but there were other, additional dynamics at play beyond 
nationalizing programs. The violence of the Russian military was in fact comprised of a set 
of overlapping forms and types of violence. The dynamic between these various forms of 
violence changed over time. Moreover, the various forms of violence were frequently at odds. 
What I wish to suggest is that an overarching, militarized violence, one which instrumental-
ized civilian populations but operated within certain bounds—and one which had analogues 
with Russian military conduct on other fronts—morphed over the course of 1917 into a 
more diffuse but much more destructive form of revolutionary violence. A major aspect 
of this revolutionary violence was the breakdown of military discipline and order, a dis-
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cipline and order that had accounted for significant violence prior to 1917 but which had 
nevertheless operated with certain regularities. Yet this transformation was not specific to 
the occupied regions. Indeed, at least in the eyes of some Russian participants, the violence 
that washed over Russia in the period of 1917–1921 was at least in part in expiation for the 
violence Russians had meted out to populations in the occupied territories in 1914–1917.

Having indicated the structural and institutional factors for violence, I wish to high-
light one additional aspect of this period: the efforts—both successful and unsuccessful—of 
individuals to place limits, often at great risks to themselves, on the spiral of violence against 
civilians. I turn first to the varieties of routinized military violence, and then to the nature of 
the violence that emerged after 1917 during the collapse of the Russian Army in the Russian 
Revolution.

Military Practices
The Russian military oversaw the administration of occupied territories. This form of rule 
extended equally to occupied areas of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and of the Ottoman 
Empire. With the opening of hostilities, the “Regulations on Field Administration of the 
Army in Wartime,” hastily ratified in July 1914 as war approached, granted military authori-
ties vast powers in the broad swaths of territory that were designated as front regions.11 The 
“Regulations” now divided the Russian Empire itself into those areas under civilian rule and 
those areas which fell under military control. As a result, the military was largely a force 
unto itself, not only in the occupied regions but throughout the entire swath of territory the 
military had designated as the “front region.” Indeed, one leading minister in the Russian 
government in August 1915 described the situation as one in which Russian territory had 
once again been divided into a zemshchina and an oprichnina—evoking the division that 
Ivan the Terrible had instituted in the Russian land in the sixteenth century between an area 
under normal administration (the zemshchina) and one under extraordinary rule by Ivan 
himself (the oprichnina). (The term oprichnina derives from a Russian word for “apart from, 
except.”)12

When one discusses Russian policy in the occupied territories, then, one must first at-
tempt to untangle what was generic Russian military conduct across the board from actions 
that were specific to occupied regions. Much of what is often described as specific or distinc-
tive of Russian conduct in occupied Turkey can in fact be related to the general patterns of 
Russian military conduct, both in other occupied regions (Austrian Galicia in particular), 
and in Russia proper once military operations moved onto Russian territory. Russian poli-
cies in the occupied areas of Turkey must be situated against more overarching agendas and 
long-term trends, of both the Russian state in general and the Russian military in particular. 
For instance, the officials in charge of administering the occupied provinces of Turkey from 
mid-1915 until early 1917—Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich and his aide, General Nikolai 
Ianushkevich—had earlier overseen the first Russian occupation of Galicia.13

It is tempting to view the actions of the Russian military as the result of a coherent pol-
icy or as guided by an overarching ideology. Yet two recent studies have argued (in the case of 
the German military in World War I) that military practices may have patterns yet still be the 
result of improvisation. John Horne and Alan Kramer, in analyzing German atrocities in oc-
cupied Belgium and northern France, point to the “cultural and political disposition that car-
ried not just ordinary soldiers but the entire military command rapidly beyond its own legal 
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code and even contemporary moral norms of acceptable violence against civilians.” In their 
view, “brutality and inhumanity characterized the response to the ‘franc-tireur war’ because 
these reflected the prevailing doctrines of the German military on civilian involvement in 
warfare.”14 Isabel Hull has argued that military conduct in the German case was determined 
not simply by doctrine, but by an even more diffuse institutional culture embedded both in 
doctrine and in unarticulated presuppositions. When facing specific dilemmas in a wide va-
riety of cases, the German military responded in nearly identical fashion, without guidance 
or central coordination. Indeed, Hull notes that the German military behaved in strikingly 
similar ways in colonial wars as it did during World War I in both Eastern and Western Eu-
rope. It did so, she argues, not because colonial methods were “brought home,” but because 
the institutional culture of the German military—an unusually “strong” institution—tran-
scended the particular arenas of its implementation. “When the military set about solving 
these problems, it came up with broadly the same techniques wherever it was.”15 The Russian 
military, subject to particular pressure from government ministries and especially the court, 
without a doubt, was an institution nowhere near as “strong” as its German counterpart.16

Nevertheless, much of the Russian military’s conduct in the occupied territories of Turkey 
derived from “standard operating procedure”—an operating procedure that was utilitarian 
and callous. The Russian military entirely subordinated the regions and their populations to 
its own military operations. On the other hand, these operations in occupied Turkey did not 
become supercharged with an overarching ideological program, such as the liberationist and 
overtly antisemitic occupation regime Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich and Ianushkevich 
had pursued in Galicia in 1914–1915.17

The August 1914 Field Regulations granted the Russian military untrammeled control 
over occupied territory. At first, military authorities on the Caucasus Front simply directed 
civilian officials in provinces neighboring the occupied territories to oversee them.18 Several 
months later, in September 1915, as the Russian advance made this earlier model untenable, 
the Russian army issued its first general guidelines for military officers serving as district 
captains.19 These skeletal instructions—they directed military appointees to uphold peace 
and order—were superceded the following year by a more detailed “Temporary Guidelines 
for administering the regions of Turkey occupied by right of war.”20 At this time, over the 
summer of 1916, Foreign Minister Sazonov and the Viceroy for the Caucasus, Grand Duke 
Nikolai Nikolaevich (the former commander-in-chief, relieved in August 1915) exchanged 
notes regarding the aims and policies for Russian occupation of Armenia.21 Sazonov noted 
that the occupation of Great Armenia and the decision to incorporate it had raised the ques-
tion of the area’s future organization. While it was still premature to determine the precise 
foundations for the conquered region, it was essential to determine guiding principles. “The 
greatest difficulty in our forthcoming task,” noted Sazonov, “consists in posing and solving 
the Armenian question.” He continued:

Taken together, it somewhat extends beyond the boundaries of Russian State life. . . . As is 
well known, the two extremes between which the solution of the Armenian question has 
usually been posed by us are two currents. One is the desire of Armenian nationalists for 
full autonomy under the aegis of Russia, in the spirit of the reforms proposed by us in 1913, 
and the other—entirely contradictory to it—reduces the political significance of Armenians 
to nothing and seeks to put Muslims in their place. It seems to me that the solution of this 
question entirely in one or the other direction does not correspond to Russia’s State interests, 
neither from the point of view of domestic nor of foreign policy. . . . It seems to me that the 
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best outcome for us in ordering the reconquered areas of Turkey would be to be led especially 
firmly by the principles of legality, justice, and an entirely nonpartisan relation to all the 
diverse elements of the region, not setting one against the other and not providing exclusive 
protection to any one particular nationality [narodnost'] at the expense of another.

Overall, the Grand Duke concurred with Sazonov’s guidelines.22 However, he noted that it 
was his “profound belief ” that the Armenian question did not exist within the boundaries 
of the Russian Empire. In an offhand criticism of his predecessor as viceroy, Illarion Ivanov-
ich Vorontsov-Dashkov, Grand Duke Nikolai noted that he did not favor any group in the 
Caucasus over any other. (The Grand Duke charged that Vorontsov-Dashkov had pursued a 
pro-Armenian orientation.) “The Armenian question as such,” he expostulated, “exists only 
outside the borders of Russia.” At another occasion, he proclaimed that “there is no more an 
Armenian question than there is a Yakut question,” referring to an indigenous group found 
entirely within the bounds of the Russian Empire.23 Insofar as the Armenian question did 
exist outside the borders of Russia, he concurred entirely with Sazonov’s presentation: Ar-
menians should be granted broad autonomy, but no special privileges vis-à-vis the Muslim 
population. These policies were formally expressed in the “Temporary Statute on the admin-
istration of the territories of Turkey, seized by right of war,” issued in June 1916.

Such were the goals of Russian occupation policy in principle. These goals were at-
tenuated by several factors. In my view, at least as important as the fitful embrace of ethnic 
mobilization (in regards to both Armenians and Kurds) was a template of military culture 
that instrumentalized the civilian population. The Russian military, rather than pursuing an 
overarching policy for the region, sought to come up with short-term solutions to immediate 
problems, solutions that privileged the military at the expense of the civilian population.24 At 
some level the military had come to accept civilian losses as a military necessity. In early 1917 
Nikolai Ianushkevich, the Grand Duke’s chief of staff, declared bluntly that a ten percent 
mortality rate among civilians due to food shortages in the Russian regions of the Caucasus
was “normal” and acceptable.25 Ianushkevich here was not motivated by any specific colonial 
or anti-Muslim or anti-Armenian bias. He had operated by similar guidelines both in oc-
cupied Galicia (a Slavic region slated for incorporation into Russia proper) and in Russia 
proper.

The crucial role of this military dynamic is thrown into sharp relief by comparing Rus-
sian occupation policy in the occupied regions of Turkey and in Persia, which was formally 
neutral but in whose territory both the Russian and Turkish armies conducted military op-
erations. The actual conduct of the Russian military was not terribly different in Persia. The 
military, in a rare fit of self-reflection, noted that its conduct in Persia was complicated by 
the fact that the “Regulations on Field Administration of the Army in Wartime” envisioned 
only two categories of the population: the population of the Russian Empire in those of its 
areas declared to be a war zone, and the population of enemy areas occupied by right of war. 
The population of Persia, of course, fell into neither category, but for over three years it was 
to find itself interacting with the Russian military. The Russian military’s only solution was 
to try to appoint “people who knew the East and could apply the existing guidelines wisely.”26

Because of the dynamics of military necessity, however, such men did not act terribly dif-
ferently than their compatriots in occupied Turkey. What was different in Persia was the 
presence of consular and diplomatic officials who were able to criticize both the military 
and the rationale it provided for its actions.27 Indeed, throughout the war, but especially 
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from late 1916 onward, consular officials in Persia criticized the military’s myopia about its 
own operations, and its focus on military procedure to the exclusion of broader political 
considerations, in increasingly explicit terms. The Russian Army successfully prevented the 
appointment of diplomatic personnel to the occupied regions of Turkey.28 It tried, but failed, 
to remove consular officials from the regions of Persia in which military operations were 
proceeding.29 One reason we know so much about the (deplorable) conduct of the Russian 
military in Persia in 1917 is because consular officials were so excoriating in their reports on 
it. Russian conduct in the occupied regions of Turkey was no doubt equally bad. But without 
consular agents to criticize it and to report on it, we simply know much less about it.

Requisitioning
In the Caucasus, the Russian army was operating on a front designated to be of secondary 
importance and one that, due to the Armenian genocide and the flight of both the Kurd-
ish and Armenian populations, faced a dire shortage of agricultural supplies.30 In order to 
conduct military operations—the military’s raison d’étre—it had to acquire these goods. The 
quartermaster general was supposed to supply the army with goods or, failing that, purchase 
them from the local population. But the poor lines of communication and poor food sup-
ply situation in Russia proper meant that the quartermaster could almost never supply the 
army’s needs. As a result, military units took to requisitioning what they needed from the 
local population.

With the seizure of Erzerum in spring 1916, the Russian occupation administration set 
as its goal to do “all possible, on the one hand, to ease the burden of war on the units and, on 
the other, to secure their rear, securing the sympathy of the newly conquered region.” But, 
reported the Foreign Ministry’s appointee to the region,

difficulties in bringing up the supplies of food and forage necessary for the units contributed 
greatly to the rise of marauding, and the unsystematic requisitions, which threatened a region 
already ravaged by war with total impoverishment. It also caused hostility and dissatisfaction 
among the population. Equally, the numerous military transports and passing cavalry units, 
without any plan or system, wastefully drove cattle over the sown fields . . . which threatened 
the units quartered in the Erzerum region with the prospect of being entirely without fodder.31

The local army command (the First Caucasus Army Corps) issued a directive establishing 
a minimal number of cattle that were to be left to the civilian population regardless of mili-
tary needs. However, since the army quartermaster did not supply any of the units with the 
necessary cattle, army units were forced to supply themselves from the local population. In 
doing so, they “ignor[ed] the interests of the inhabitants as well as the orders issued for the 
Corps—and in fact it was not uncommon for units to fire on the [Russian-staffed] village 
police and to take the inhabitants’ last head of cattle. As a result, the norms laid down by the 
corps for preserving the region’s cattle were violated by roughly 50 percent.”32

In a report to the new revolutionary authorities after the February Revolution of 1917 
in Russia, the military governor-general for the occupied territories of Turkey described the 
prevailing state of affairs. The region had suffered both from the Turkish retreat and from 
the requisitions of the Russian army. These conditions produced a harvest shortage and the 
specter of hunger. The governor general, confronted with a region without its own resources, 
did his best to secure supplies for the population. Shortages in Russia itself along with trans-
portation difficulties limited the aid, however. Russian civic organizations—the Union of 



Forms of Violence 341

Towns, the Muslim Committee, the Armenian Committee—helped in providing aid. But 
the return of refugees further complicated the situation. “The army demands requisitions of 
cattle,” reported the governor general, “but the population itself in many regions can survive 
only with such cattle. We need to establish certain norms, the transgression of which is pos-
sible only if we wish knowingly to condemn the local population to destruction. Of course, 
the demands of the army must be met, but the question of the civilian population’s survival 
cannot be ignored.”33

The governor general was charged with overseeing the region and caring for its popu-
lation. Local military commanders had a narrower agenda: the functioning of their own 
units and the conduct of military operations. Their agenda therefore often conflicted with 
the desires of the governor-general to shield the civilian population from the excesses of 
requisitioning. Russian forces, in occupied Turkey as well as in northern Persia, increasingly 
faced a worsening supply situation. They responded by requisitioning even more rapaciously. 
The very process of this requisitioning allowed soldiers vast horizons for abuse. One Cossack 
officer recalled:

In general the Kurds are a fine people, and we even came to like them. . . . And then with the 
start of war Russian forces came to this people in Turkey. We occupied their land, destroyed 
their buildings “for firewood,” took all their grain to feed our own numerous head of horses, 
killed their sheep and cattle for our own provisioning, paying almost nothing for this. But 
mainly—in occupying this vast territory, we did not give them any kind of local administra-
tion. Any line commander of even the lowest rank who had stopped in a Kurdish settlement 
or having arrived for forage, could give himself free rein over the population. Any rank-and-
file soldier, entering the dark stone dwelling of a Kurd, felt justified in doing whatever he 
wished: take the last lavash, dig into his rags “searching for weapons,” he could take whatever 
he wanted, he could drive out the head of family from his hovel and right then and there to 
abuse his wife, sister, daughters.34

Such conduct grew out of an institutional dynamic, a dynamic that unfolded on other fronts 
and, later, within Russia proper.

Refugees
The military forcibly expelled tens of thousands of people, which I discuss below. But many 
people passed under the control of the Russian military of their own accord, as refugees.35

The Russian military did not see its task to be caring for these people, particularly when the 
army believed that they interfered with the conduct of military operations—meaning, not 
least of all, the ability of the army to feed itself. Thus the Russian military often dispatched 
refugees from one region to another and sought to control their access to regions where the 
army was active. In doing so, its goals were usually limited and operational. In August 1916, 
for instance, General Iudenich, Commander of the Caucasus Army, banned any return of 
refugees to the occupied regions of Turkey. He was quite clear about his reason: their return 
“would complicate the already difficult food supply issue for these regions.”36 Later that year, 
in an interview with the newspaper Novoe vremia, the governor-general for the occupied 
regions of Turkey explained why he was barring the return of refugees to certain occupied 
regions:

The question of the return of the Armenian population which had fled to Russia due to the 
Turkish atrocities depends, in the Governor-General’s opinion, not only on completing the 
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administrative reorganization of the region, or guaranteeing the food supply, but also on the 
strategic situation at the front. The premature return of refugees often brings in its wake un-
desirable panics and needless victims—both human and material—of which the population’s 
rapid departure from Van recently can serve as an example. For this reason the state must 
treat this question very cautiously.37

Governor-General Peshkov was referring to the fact that the Russian army, in the face of the 
August 1916 Ottoman offensive, organized the evacuation of 50,000 refugees who had re-
turned to Van, Bitlis, and Mush and distributed them further in the rear, to Basen and Igdyr. 
This relocation caused a new crisis, as the refugees now required food and medical supplies.38

As this example shows, whenever a local field commander determined it necessary, he could 
order the “expulsion” of refugees from the region under his control to the rear.39

The Russian military, of course, was not a humanitarian organization. Just as it might 
seek to keep refugees out of harm’s way—for its own interests, of course—it might just as 
soon exploit them to meet its operational needs. It channeled returning refugees to valleys 
and regions where there was a dire need for agricultural work. General Iudenich ordered 
that refugees be directed to certain regions closer to the front, so as to ease the delivery of 
these supplies to the army.40 Should the food supply in a region prove insufficient for both the 
military and the refugees located there, the military’s response was callous but predictable: 
the refugees would have to leave.41

The military had thus instrumentalized refugees and subordinated them to the needs 
of its own operations. Indeed, the military was most eager to avoid dealing with refugees 
at all. This outlook accounts in part for why the military was so eager to hand over care of 
the refugees to civilian organizations and especially to civilian welfare agencies such as the 
All-Russian Union of Towns, the Grand Duchess Tatiana Refugee Relief Committee, and the 
myriad Armenian and Muslim relief agencies. One of the great ironies of the Russian war 
effort is that the same state whose military expelled hundreds of thousands of civilians also 
provided vast sums to various charitable agencies that then cared for those same people.42 In 
occupied Galicia, for instance, it was the All-Russian Union of Zemstvos and not the military 
that undertook the task of feeding not only the tens of thousands of refugees—many Jewish 
expellees—but also the nearly 200,000 civilians engaged in compulsory labor in the trenches 
and on roadwork.43 Likewise on the Caucasus Front, the task of caring for refugees and for 
the remaining local civilian population fell largely to civilian relief organizations. There was 
of course a concerted effort to aid the Armenian refugees.44 But after an initial decision in 
August 1915 to provide state credits only for aid to Christians in the occupied territories, the 
Russian government later approved credit also for the Muslim population there.45 The Union 
of Zemstvos—operating largely with funds granted by the Russian government—distributed 
aid throughout the region without regard to religion. Armenian and Muslim relief agencies 
helped their own brethren.

I have discussed this humanitarian relief effort for two reasons. First, it demonstrates, I 
think, that the Russian military’s policy of expulsion and management of refugees was meant 
primarily for operational reasons, rather than to eliminate certain populations. Expulsion 
was subordinate to military operations, not an end in itself. The Russian military had no ob-
jections to the extension of humanitarian relief to these populations—indeed, it welcomed it. 
It did so not out of any high humanitarian ideals, but because its interests lay in displacing, 
for its own convenience, the population from the realm of military operations. The popula-
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tion was not a target per se. (My point of comparison here is obviously with Ottoman slaugh-
ter and expulsion of certain groups, Armenians and Greeks first and foremost, but also with 
the Russian army’s conduct toward the Jews of Galicia.) My second reason for highlighting 
the central role of these civilian relief agencies is to underscore a change that was to occur in 
the course of 1917. As inefficient and wasteful as these agencies often were—they were often 
attacked on such grounds at the time—they played an absolutely crucial role in caring for the 
civilian population in the period 1915–1917. With the fraying of Russian public life in the 
course of 1917, and the eventual outlawing of the large relief organizations by the Bolsheviks, 
these agencies would cease to serve as a buffer between the Russian military and the local 
civilian population. This was one of the crucial and oft-overlooked reasons for the rapid de-
terioration in relations between civilians and the military as 1917 progressed.

Population Expulsions and Deportations
In addition to directing the flow of refugees, the Russian military also engaged in widespread 
expulsions of civilian populations. It has become increasingly clear that mass population 
expulsions were an intrinsic feature not just of the Second World War, but of the First World 
War as well. The mass population expulsions and deportations on the Caucasus Front the 
First World War have received attention, but others occurred on a widespread scale on the 
Western and Eastern fronts as well.46 These expulsions were a military practice, one growing 
out of a disregard for civilian populations and a myopic focus on the conduct of military 
operations. (It is the same concern that underlay the development of concentration camps as 
a tool of military operations during the Spanish–American and Boer Wars.)47 Deportations 
grew into something more than military practice when ideology came to inform the goals, 
and thus the means, of deportation. Clearly, what distinguished Ottoman policy in its expul-
sion of Armenians was not simply military necessity, but an ideological agenda. Similarly, the 
Russian treatment of the Jewish population in 1915 in occupied Galicia but also within Rus-
sia itself, culminating in the mass expulsion of perhaps one million people, occurred within 
an ideological envelope of antisemitism. Russian conduct upon the second occupation of 
Galicia, in 1916–1917, was strikingly different, in large part because the explicit antisemitic 
agenda of the 1914–1915 occupation was lacking.48

By and large, the Russian army on the Caucasus Front was driven by the generic insti-
tutional concerns of the military rather than any overarching ideological agenda. It did not 
seek, for instance, to expel the Armenian population or ban the return of Armenian refugees 
in order to colonize the region with Russians. Certain individuals and even ministries had such 
plans, to be sure. And the Russian army certainly entertained extravagant plans for resettling 
populations. General Peshkov, Governor General of the occupied regions, believed that sepa-
rating the local population into its respective ethnic enclaves was the only way to ensure peace. 
He proposed “to deal with this difficulty by regrouping as far as possible the population, and 
getting the Armenians to settle east and the Kurds south of [Lake Van].” He continued:

The regions of Trebizond and Erzerum are going to form two administrative areas separate 
from that of Van and Bitlis, which will form the third. Each of these three areas will be di-
vided into four districts, and in the Van and Bitlis area as far as possible, the Moslems will be 
divided from the Christians and settled in particular districts. . . . As far as the Trebizond and 
Erzerum regions are concerned, only those Armenians who resided there before the war will 
be allowed to settle there. Those regions will be regarded as especially Moslem.49
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Peshkov’s plan, however, remained just that—a plan. Similarly, the progressive Ministry of 
Agriculture had grandiose plans for reordering the occupied provinces of Turkey as well 
as Astrabad province in Persia. The ministry, gripped by a technocratic planning mania, 
foresaw consolidating the landholdings of the local population and settling Russians on any 
remaining available land, rather than expelling the native population. The army command, 
however, blocked the Agriculture Ministry in no uncertain terms from pursuing its techno-
cratic fantasies until the war was over.50

The first type of expulsions were those related to the conduct of military operations. 
The Russian army practiced population expulsion, clearing large swaths of the front of their 
native inhabitants, Armenian and Kurd alike. This was not, however, a policy specific to the 
Caucasus front, but was a generic feature of Russian military operations.51 In the Erzerum 
region, for instance, the military commander resettled all inhabitants—10,000 people—from 
a seven-mile strip of the front line and moved them closer to the city of Erzerum, in the 
process thereby exacerbating the already dire food supply situation.52 On a smaller scale, the 
military issued orders expelling the inhabitants of both Kurdish and Armenian villages from 
one half of the village into another in order to disinfect their dwellings. The rationale was not 
to help the civilian population so much as it was to prevent the spread of infectious diseases 
to the troops quartered in these regions.53

The subordination and instrumentalization of the civilian population to military needs 
also extended to drafting local people for compulsory labor. This side of the conduct of war 
by the Russian military has largely gone unstudied.54 In occupied Galicia, for instance, the 
Russian military employed nearly 200,000 civilians drafted into compulsory labor for work 
on its trenches. The German Army acted similarly on both the Eastern and Western fronts. 
In the Caucasus, the Russian military as early as November 1914, one month into the war on 
that front, had drafted all male Kurds of the Bayazet valley for compulsory work on clearing 
the roads.55 Upon its occupation of Erzerum, the Russian military drafted the entire popu-
lation to dispose of unburied corpses (the concern again was the possibility of epidemic 
disease and the danger it posed to the military) and then assigned “almost the entire male 
population fit for work, from the age of 17 to 45, to compulsory labor of a military nature.”56

Armenians and Kurds alike were subject to compulsory labor. The head of the first district 
of the Erzerum region, Staff Captain Alekseev, detained 47 working-age Armenians for work 
details. (They were released—but only because the commissar of the Erzerum region deter-
mined that the men were farmers and their work in agriculture was more valuable.)57 A short 
time later, the regional commanders were ordered to detain any males who had served in the 
Turkish army—or “generally any military-age Kurds or Turks”—and dispatch them to the 
construction and labor detachments. The apprehension of these individuals was to be done 
“gradually, as they are found, rather than by a mass search, with the goal that the army units 
will avoid any rash actions that might disturb the local population’s economic life.”58 In many 
cases, then, the Russian military engaged in expulsion and detention out of what it perceived 
to be demands of “military necessity,” demands that took absolute precedence over the re-
gion’s civilian population. Such action, however, was not limited to the Caucasus Front, but 
was a generic feature of Russian military culture. The Russian military would resort to such 
measures within Russia itself as the army retreated. Both White and Red would draw upon 
such practices in the civil war that followed.59

If the first type of expulsion focused on the entire civilian population for reasons of 
“military necessity,” the second type of expulsion focused on specific groups. The Russian 



Forms of Violence 345

Army practiced more targeted expulsions of those populations it regarded as “unreliable.” In 
Galicia and Russian Poland, this meant primarily the Jewish population. On the Caucasus 
Front, it meant first and foremost the Kurdish population. One must distinguish here be-
tween actual expulsions ordered at the operational level, and Russian troops’ pillaging and 
marauding of the Kurdish population that derived from anti-Kurd sentiment among lower-
level commanders and troops.

The Russian military, it must be emphasized, had a very ambivalent policy in regard 
to the Kurdish population. Court circles suspected that the Viceroy for the Caucasus, Vo-
rontsov-Dashkov, harbored pro-Armenian sentiments. His program was one of Russian 
imperial greatness through management of ethnic difference—an old story. In fact, from 
1912 he sought to enlist Kurdish leaders for the Russian cause.60 In certain military and dip-
lomatic circles, Russia’s skillful use of the Kurds against the Ottoman Empire throughout the 
nineteenth century was a point of pride. These officials pointed in particular to the effective 
employment of Kurds by Mikhail Loris-Melikov, an Armenian serving the Russian Empire in 
the Caucasus from the 1860s through the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878.61 Nevertheless, 
due in large part to court politics and bureaucratic infighting, Vorontsov-Dashkov was tarred 
as pro-Armenian. Significantly, his successor—Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich—came to 
believe these rumors, and sought to “remedy” Vorontsov-Dashkov’s “pro-Armenian” orien-
tation.62 His turn away from what he portrayed as “pro-Armenian” policies chronologically 
coincided with the Russian Army’s advance into territories depopulated by the Ottoman 
slaughter of Armenians. The Grand Duke’s shift away from what he believed were the previ-
ous “pro-Armenian” policies was most evident in his efforts to win over Kurdish tribal lead-
ers and his order reforming Armenian volunteer formations into regular rifle regiments—re-
sented by Armenian activists as an attempt to bring such units under greater Russian control. 
Armenian organizations excoriated him as pursuing heartless and unjust anti-Armenian 
policies.63

However, commanders at the corps level and below had the authority to expel individ-
uals and entire groups of people they determined were “unreliable.” Due to the irregular war-
fare practiced by those Kurds opposed to Russia, as well as to anti-Kurd sentiments among 
the Russian military, the military frequently resorted to expelling Kurdish communities en
masse. Throughout the period 1915–1917, the Russian army expelled Kurds from entire dis-
tricts.64 This type of expulsion was distinct from, but overlapped with, marauding and pil-
laging by Russian units and Armenian volunteer formations against Kurdish communities.

First Intermezzo: The Case of Refugees and Deportees in Urmia, 1917
Here I want to present one case of how the Russian state—both military and diplomats—
treated refugees and deportees. I turn the focus to northern Persia, both because it is unusu-
ally well-documented and because the presence of Russian consular agents there provides a 
critical perspective from outside the military on the military’s activities.

By late 1916 several tens of thousands of refugees had gathered in northern Persia, es-
pecially around Urmia. Many were Assyrians and Armenians who had fled persecution and 
slaughter at the hand of Turkish forces, either in Turkey proper (in the region around Lake 
Van) or from Turkish forces and their Kurdish allies in Persia. They were cared for in part by 
the Russian Embassy and Russian relief organizations, but primarily by the various Christian 
missions in the town, especially the American Mission. Over the course of 1917 Russian dip-
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lomatic officials engaged in an extended correspondence with the Russian military over what 
should be done with these refugees, especially in light of the potential for intercommunal 
violence between the Christian and Muslim refugees. The Russian consul in Urmia, Vasilii 
Petrovich Nikitin, and the Russian mission’s second official, Vladimir Fedorovich Minorskii, 
were sympathetic to the refugees’ suffering but also urged the Russian military to pursue a 
more sensitive and conciliatory policy toward the local Kurdish population.65 Due to the fact 
that this region was an arena of military operations, however, military authorities had to ap-
prove any movement of these refugees. In late April, for instance, the military authorities of 
the Caucasus Army, at the request of diplomatic officials, permitted a party of 500 refugees 
in Kazvin to return to their homes in Hamadan.66

In early April 1917 Minorskii telegraphed the Russian embassy in Tehran, informing 
it that he believed it “extremely desirable to take immediate measures to resettle the Urmia 
refugees in Turkey” because of the prospects of famine in Persia.67 He returned to this issue 
in June 1917. He described how relations between the refugees and the local Muslim popu-
lation had become increasingly tense as a result of political developments in both Russia 
and Persia. In Minorskii’s view, “the refugee question in its present state cannot be solved 
by half-measures such as admonitions and attempts to reconcile the irreconcilable. We can 
only solve it by addressing its root problem—that is, by expelling [vyselenie] the refugees to 
regions that are entirely under Russian jurisdiction, whether that be in the regions of Turkey 
under our occupation or within the boundaries of Russia proper.”68 The Russian vice-consul 
in Urmia reported that the refugees had begun to plunder the local Muslim villages and 
requested that the Russian military take measures to prevent the pillaging by the refugees.69

The Russian envoy in Tehran, Nikolai Sevastianovich Etter, endorsed this plan for a “transfer” 
[perevod] of the Urmia refugees, as did the Russian Foreign Ministry.70 The Russian military 
authorities in Urmia had their own frustrations. The commander of the Seventh Caucasus 
Army Corps reported that over 18,000 refugees had massed in Urmia. A portion were living 
on lands abandoned by Kurdish tribes hostile to the Russians, while others survived on ra-
tions distributed by the Russian consulate. To the frustration of the commander, the refugees 
declined to work on military projects. They constituted, in his view, surplus mouths taxing 
the local food supply, a population that provided no useful labor. Moreover, they had started 
to pillage and rob the local Muslim population, so their presence, in his view, gave the er-
roneous impression that Russian authorities were siding with the local Christian population. 
General Vadbol'skii thus argued that

from the point of view of military interests, the presence in the regions of Urmia of this 
[Christian refugee] population is harmful and undesirable, and thus it is necessary to resettle, 
if not all, then at least the tribes most irreconcilable and most disposed to pillaging (around 
5000 people). There are no free agricultural lands in Azerbaidzhan; I propose that it would 
be more fitting to settle them in the region of Bayazet-Diadin-Bergi-kala—where they could 
practice peaceful labor if they so desired, and their bandit-like attributes could be directed 
against the Kurds. At the very least, they could serve as a kind of bulwark against the raids of 
these Kurds along our railroads on the line from Bayazet.71

The Russian mission in Tehran strongly endorsed General Vadbol'skii’s proposal, noting that 
the Persian government had made similar requests. The commander of the Caucasus Army, 
however, forbade the expulsion of the 5,000 Assyrians from Turkey back into the occupied 
regions of Turkey.72 It is important to note that Russian policy toward these refugees was 
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driven not by a desire to pursue irredentist politics in support of the Christian population 
(a policy that the French and British governments would press insistently in early 1918), but 
rather by a concern for calm and order in the army’s rear.

At the same time, over 12,000 Kurdish refugees who had been expelled by the Rus-
sian army from Mergever to Urmia petitioned Russian authorities for permission to return 
to their homes. Dying from famine and exposure, they wished to return home before win-
ter.73 Russian diplomatic officials supported the request. In their view, the refugees’ return 
to Mergever was desirable because their continued presence in Urmia created “ever greater 
problems with food supply in Urmia, where they had been expelled.” But Russian diplomatic 
officials now mobilized a new argument in favor of returning the refugees: banning their re-
turn “would be a violation of the laws of war, against which Russia had repeatedly protested 
in regard to Belgium, Armenia, and so on.”74 Invoking this precise rationale, the army com-
mand permitted the return of the Kurdish refugees to their homes.75

The situation of the Kurdish and Christian refugees in Urmia demonstrates, I believe, 
the Russian military’s largely instrumental view of the civilian population. Rather than view-
ing the Christian refugee population as a potential basis of political support, the military and 
diplomats instead viewed them as source of disorder, unsettling the army’s rear. Russian of-
ficials would embrace the ethnic mobilization and the arming of the Christian refugees—but 
only after the collapse of the Caucasus Army and at the strong urging of British and French 
military attachés.76

Punitive Expeditions
A standard practice of European militaries, especially in “small war” operations, was to em-
ploy “punitive detachments.” The Russians were no exception.77 Given the nature of warfare 
on the Caucasus Front, particularly confronting Kurdish irregulars, the Russians routinely 
employed such punitive expeditions. The use of such detachments was predicated on the 
effect of terror. Given the shortage of troops, it was considered necessary to instill fear and 
obedience.78 One must distinguish, however, between formally sanctioned punitive opera-
tions, directed specifically at those tribes which had attacked Russian forces, and the more 
indiscriminate and arbitrary operation of lower-level Russian units against entire popula-
tions they had come to believe were hostile. The limits of “sanctioned” punitive operations, 
and the transgressions of those limits, is the subject of the second intermezzo, at the conclu-
sion of this section.

From the very first days of the war, Russian diplomatic and military leaders had sanc-
tioned the use of “punitive expeditions” against Kurdish tribes operating against Russians.79

However, officials insisted that such operations be limited only to those tribes that had actu-
ally acted against Russia. Concern that the operations would cause diplomatic complications, 
or extend beyond the actual perpetrators, led to the cancellation of some expeditions.80 Brit-
ish observers noted that

In the course of this war the Russian Government has been compelled in several districts to 
resort to punitive measures to protect for the future, posts which are garrisoned by necessar-
ily small detachments from the treachery of the Kurds. . . . The Russian troops employed have 
been Cossacks, Armenian militia, frontier and other troops composed chiefly of Armenians 
and commanded by Armenian generals of the regular Russian Army, notably nazibekof, 
chernozubof, and teremen, whose compatriots have been massacred by the Kurds.81



348 Peter Holquist

Indeed, General Chernozubov, commanding Russian forces in Persian Azerbaidzhan, be-
came particularly renowned for his reliance on punitive detachments against Kurdish tribes. 
His actions earned the condemnation and protests of Russian consular officials in Persia.82

But Russian forces, forced to confront irregular units and without any hope for reinforce-
ments, came to rely increasingly on such detachments. To the great dissatisfaction of Russian 
consular officials in Persia, Colonel Dumbadze gave a verbal order to the Second Border 
Regiment to “mercilessly exterminate the Kurds” and pursued a policy of counterproductive 
raiding, so much so that the British Government initiated its own investigation. Tellingly, the 
consular officials did not protest the use of punitive detachments, but demanded that they 
act only against those groups of the population “whose hostility to us has been definitively 
shown,” and that women and children be allowed to leave any settlements before they were 
shelled. “Also,” Minorskii added, “do not allow the soldiers to rape women and pillage every-
thing in sight.” Later he reported that Lieutenant Basevskii’s unit had raped all the women in 
two Persian villages and Lieutenant Fedos'ev’s unit had killed 28 men and 3 women in a raid 
on a Kurdish settlement.83 (Again, we know about such conduct because Russian consular 
agents were much more likely to report on it than were Russian military officials.)

Second Intermezzo: General Depishich Cancels the Punitive 
Expedition of the Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion against 
the Kurdish Tribes North of Van, 21–22 May 1917
To understand the boundaries of “legitimate” punitive operations and the dynamic of their 
transgression, it helps to examine a particular case. Here I will focus on the actions of the 
Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion, dispatched by the Russian command on a punitive operation 
along the northern bank of Lake Van.84 In order to combat the marauding of Kurdish bands 
along the Bayazid road, and “in order to make a fitting impression on the Kurdish tribes in 
the . . . region,” General Depishich dispatched two punitive detachments to on the road to 
Bergi-Kala on 21 May 1917. As there were no other units available, the general dispatched 
the only force at hand, the Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion, based in Van, and three companies 
of Black Sea Cossacks.

On the basis of reports from the Armenian battalion’s commander as well as from the 
staff of an All-Russian Union of Towns feeding and medical station which had witnessed the 
event, the general was able to reconstruct the story. Two companies of the Armenian bat-
talion had moved on Bergi-Kala. They heard rumors that the Kurds of that village planned 
to ambush them. When the Armenian soldiers moved into the village of Sor, along the way, 
they met no resistance and found that most of the population had fled. Upon trying to enter 
the local bek’s house, however, they were fired on, with four soldiers killed immediately. They 
then opened fire with shrapnel from their mountain cannon upon the settlement and soon 
took it. They suffered no more casualties. Most Kurds at that time had either been drafted 
by the military for work on the railroads or had entered the service of feeding station of the 
All-Russian Union of Zemstvos.

When the soldiers in Bergi-Kala heard of the exchange of fire in Sor, they took their 
rage out on the Kurdish inhabitants of Bergi-Kala. In the rampage that followed they beat all 
the Kurds they came across, killing over 40 people, all women, children, and old men. The 
crowd spared no one who fell into their hands and even chased those Kurds who had sought 
refuge in the canteen. One Russian nurse protected those Kurds seeking shelter by denounc-
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ing the Armenian soldiers as “bandits, who deserve no place in a Free Russia.” She nearly 
paid for this statement with her life. Only after some time did the unit’s officers manage to 
reestablish control. The officers placed the wounded Kurds in the unit’s ambulance and set a 
guard over them.

Under these circumstances, General Depishich felt that a continuation of the “punitive 
expedition” would degenerate into the total extermination of the local Kurdish population 
and canceled it. He came to the belief that only individual bandits were marauding and that 
the mass of the population, if left alone, “might be useful, at least as workers on the railroad 
that was under construction.” He traveled to Bergi-Kala on 25 May, where the Armenian bat-
talion expressed its wish to meet with him. Through its spokesman, the regiment expressed 
its regret for the incident. The general lectured them “on a soldier’s duty, on a soldier’s obliga-
tions in relation to his foe and toward the civilian population, and on the shame for a soldier 
of the Russian Army to beat defenseless old men, women, children.” The unit replied that it 
had been outraged that the canteen of the Union of Towns had been feeding Kurds but had 
barred Armenians. The situation, as the general pointed out, was quite different. The Union 
of Towns canteen had provided for the Kurds working on military projects; the canteen of 
the Armenian Relief Committee provided for Armenian refugees in the region. The Arme-
nian delegates then concluded by expressing their desire to continue the punitive expedition. 
General Depishich replied that he had canceled any further punitive expeditions and ordered 
the Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion back to its barracks in Van.

Undoubtedly, the general’s decision to cancel the punitive expedition saved many lives. 
But with an ever-decreasing number of reliable troops, the command of the Caucasus Army 
had little choice but to rely on units such as the Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion. Two months 
later, the chairman of the Van Soviet of Soldiers’ Deputies informed the command of the 
Caucasus Army that the Fifth Armenian Rifle Battalion had “enlisted as an entire battalion 
as a battalion of death” (that is, as a shock battalion). No other unit of its size had done so.85

Pillaging, Looting, Raping. Anti-Kurd and Anti-Muslim 
Sentiments among Lower-level Officers and the 
Rank-and-file in the Russian Army
By early 1917 Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, who was never terribly well-disposed to-
ward the Armenians to begin with, had been swayed by Prince Shakhovskoi’s arguments 
that the Caucasus Army should seek to some accommodation with the Kurds.86 In fact, sev-
eral of the Grand Duke’s secret agents for conducting negotiations with the Kurdish tribes—
Prince Shakhovskoi and College Assessor Gadzhemukov—were appointed, for purposes of 
conspiratorial cover, as district captains of areas of occupied Turkey.87 Indeed, once the 1917 
February Revolution occurred, Prince Gadzhemukov lobbied General Iudenich to pursue 
a more aggressive pro-Kurdish policy and to abandon any support for the Armenian cause. 
He concluded: “if one is to view [the Ottoman slaughter of the Armenians] not from a hu-
manitarian, but from a political point of view, and as an already accomplished fact—one for 
which the Armenians bear the blame—one must say that there is this positive side: Turkey 
has left us an Armenia without Armenians.”88 Several works present Gadzhemukov’s state-
ment as revealing the Russian government’s real intentions in Armenia.89 In fact, rather than 
a statement of overall policy, his letter was a plea for the army to abandon what he believed 
were its pro-Armenian policies. “Armenia without Armenians” was Gadzhemukov’s per-
sonal desire—not Russian policy.
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The high military command’s policies, however, were filtered through the conduct of 
individual army commanders. Most Russian commanders—entering a land that had just 
witnessed the systematic massacre of Armenians and with their own units under intermit-
tent attack from Kurdish irregulars—came to hold abiding biases against the Kurds and 
Muslims in general. Cossack units in particular visited merciless retribution upon the local 
Muslim population.90 When Cossack troops retook Ardahan, “a massacre and pogrom took 
place. The Cossacks looted the bazaar, burnt the Moslem quarter, and killed at sight all Turks 
they could see.”91 Armenian volunteer detachments, later reformed as rifle corps, similarly 
showed little mercy to Kurdish and Turkish communities.92

Thus the Russian occupation administration under the Grand Duke alienated Arme-
nians because of its allegedly pro-Kurdish bias, while the conduct of individual army and 
corps commanders made the very Kurdish population the Grand Duke was seeking to win 
over hostile to Russian rule.93 This criticism of the army’s conduct from both sides has found 
reflection in the historiography, with Turkish accounts charging a systematic anti-Muslim 
bias and with Armenian accounts charging a callous disregard and indeed a pro-Kurdish 
orientation.

Certain Russian commanders early on began systematically persecuting the Muslim 
population. General Liakhov, for instance, retook Adjaria in early 1915 and advanced up the 
Chorokh. He “accused the Moslem natives of treachery, and sent his Cossacks from Batum 
with orders to kill every native at sight, and burn every village and every mosque. And very 
efficiently had they performed their task, for as we passed up the Chorokh valley to Artvin 
not a single habitable dwelling or a single living creature did we see.”94 There were intermit-
tent attempts to impose order on such marauding.95 But by and large they did not succeed. 
There were simply few institutional boundaries within the military to limit such conduct—
especially in a situation where commanders faced an irregular foe, with insufficient forces, 
and believed that military necessity required firm action. The contrast with northern Persia 
is again striking: there, consular officials both criticized military officials and also sought to 
mediate between hostile segments of the population. The end result, however, was much the 
same by 1917. This was so not because there was no difference between the military and dip-
lomatic officials, but because both had lost control of the situation by mid-1917. A different 
form of violence was emerging.

Revolutionary Violence
The military violence described above was callous and brutal. It subordinated civilian popu-
lations to the dictates of “military necessity” and often subjected populations suspected of 
disloyalty to expulsion and violence. But this was a goal-rational dynamic, albeit one with 
great violence and frequent excesses. The breakdown of military discipline and the politi-
cal consensus on the purpose of legitimate force—the Revolution—produced a situation in 
which violence was much more ubiquitous but much more diffuse. If anything, it was worse, 
because it lacked the regularities of routine military violence. Rather than worrying about 
overall military necessity for the army or its operations, troops increasingly came to think 
about their own survival.

The Russian Revolution initially brought several positive developments to the dynam-
ics of military violence. The military, overall as well in the occupied territories, now became 
politically accountable for its actions. (Thus General Chernozubov was relieved of his post 
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and tried for his policies against the Kurds, while Prince Shakhovskoi was arrested for his 
pro-Kurdish policies.)96 In both occupied Galicia and the areas of occupied Turkey, the shift 
to political accountability for military conduct was signified by the replacement of a “tempo-
rary military governor-general”—a military man appointed by the Commander in Chief—
with a political commissar appointed by, and answerable to, the Provisional Government. 
The new political situation allowed increased reporting of military violations by a myriad 
of new organizations—such as regimental and army committees as well as local soviets and 
committees speaking on behalf of both Muslims and Armenians—and the possibility of ac-
tual judicial punishment of military officials for their misconduct. However, these positive 
developments were accompanied by the collapse of the state’s ability to enforce its desires. 
As the year progressed, Armenians—as well as Kurds, Turks, Greeks, and Russians them-
selves—became increasingly subject to marauding, pillaging, looting, and rape by individual 
Russian military units.

The first problem to become evident was the total shortage of sufficient troops to up-
hold order.97 In addition to the general shortage of troops, units increasingly refused assign-
ment outside of their garrisons. This produced a situation in which the military officials 
appointed to administer the occupied districts, often very conscientious and decent men, 
lacked the necessary force to combat the marauding and pillaging of undisciplined units. The 
collapse of the food supply situation over 1917, which had already been dire on the Caucasus 
Front, only increased looting and pillaging by passing units.98

Third Intermezzo: The Vigorous but Vain Efforts of Ensign Kovalimov
 to Prevent a Rape and Massacre in Parsenik, Erzerum District
In mid-summer 1917 Ensign Kovalimov, the Russian officer in charge of the fourth district of 
the Terdzhano-Makhatun region, in Arlik, confronted a difficult task.99 By statute, his office 
was supposed to have an aide, a clerk, and 30 soldiers to help him uphold order. Instead, he 
had a translator hired from the local population and three soldiers. On 16 July a Kurd came 
running to him and informed him that some unknown soldiers had driven off all the men in 
the village of Parsenik “for work on the roads.” Soon afterward, women and children came to 
Kovalimov to report that soldiers of the machine-gun company of the Fourteenth Turkestan 
Regiment had begun to harass them. The ensign immediately sent off a note to the unit’s 
commander, Lieutenant Polupanov, asking him to order his unit to conduct itself properly.100

He received the following reply:

I am astounded at your stupid report, which you saw fit to send to me. You direct me to is-
sue an order and insult not only me personally, but my entire company for violence allegedly 
committed against women and children. I ask you to indicate what illegal actions my soldiers 
have taken. Are you certain things occurred in the form you say and that it was my people 
and not others? You did not investigate this but rush to insult us. I ask you to provide detailed 
facts of the aggressions committed by my troops or I will be forced to call you out for an apol-
ogy before all my soldiers, which might end very sadly for you.101

Nevertheless, at the request of the village’s women, all of whose menfolk were absent on 
compulsory labor, the district captain dispatched one of his three available soldiers to pro-
tect them. A group of 11 women and children awoke him at 1 am and reported that the 
soldiers were raping all the women in the town. Another party arrived at 4 am, declaring 
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that they had just escaped the soldiers’ clutches. At 5 am Kovalimov headed off himself 
to the village of Parsenik. The soldier he had left to protect the women claimed that he 
had not reported the rapes because the soldiers had threatened him. The village inhabit-
ants reported that the soldiers as well as Lieutenant Polupanov had all participated in the 
mass rape. Unable to identify the culprits himself, the district captain compiled a report, 
which he then submitted to the executive committee of the Mamakhatun region, so that it 
could take measures to protect the local population. All the women had left Parsenik and 
remained under his protection in Arlik. He also submitted a formal judicial report, includ-
ing a list indicating the women who had reported being raped (there were 19 on the list, 
but others had fled and could not be interrogated), their age, and how many soldiers had 
violated them.

Judicial authorities took up the investigation. The acting commissar for the Provisional 
Government noted that it was “essential to prevent this repulsive assault of armed men on 
unarmed people who have been taken into the bosom as free citizens of our Great Repub-
lican Sovereign Russian Power, whose laws should be observed reverently by every citizen. 
The protector and defender of these laws ought to be each and every soldier of our Great Re-
public.”102 He requested that the local soviet of soldiers’ deputies investigate the case. In late 
September 1917, the soviet replied. Because the Fourteenth Turkestan Rifle Regiment had 
moved to the front, it was impossible to pursue the investigation. The investigative materials 
were returned.103

Fourth Intermezzo: A Russian Formalist in a Persian Anabasis; 
or, Victor Shklovsky’s Travails in Russian-occupied Persia
After having served as a commissar in occupied Galicia during Russia’s failed 1917 sum-
mer offensive, the formalist literary critic Victor Shklovskii—now a soldier and a revolution-
ary—went as a commissar to Russian-occupied northern Persia in order to help with the 
withdrawal of Russian troops. He found a nightmare, a nightmare that he believed cast a long 
shadow over the Russian Revolution.104

The Russians came to Kurdistan, Shklovskii says, “already hating the Kurds—a hatred 
inherited from the Armenians and understandable in them. The formula ‘The Kurd is the 
enemy’ deprived the peaceful Kurds, and even their children, of the protection afforded by 
the laws of war.”105 But after the Revolution, recounted Shklovskii, “the relations between 
our units and the local population became worse. Before the revolution in Persia there was 
a regime for enslavement. Now they simply loot [the local population].” The entire valley 
of Meregev had been emptied of people, he reported; “It was Cossacks who did this.” Vil-
lages were destroyed to their foundations. “I have seen Galicia [during the war], and I have 
seen Poland [during the war]—but that was all paradise compared to Kurdistan.”106 When 
one Kurdish tribe killed three soldiers who were foraging, the punitive detachment sent out 
in response slaughtered 200 Kurds “without regard to age or gender.” On another punitive 
expedition, to Ushne, the soldiers were ordered to determine whether the enemy occupied 
the village. The troops found no enemy there. The Kurdish women sought to save themselves 
from rape by covering themselves with excrement. The soldiers wiped them off with rags and 
raped them one by one. Officers too participated.107 It was common for generals to issue or-
ders for their units to taken no prisoners and to kill everyone, “despite the fact that the units 
were not taking trenches, but hostile Kurdish villages.”
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Yet one could not explain the pillaging as simple hatred for the Kurds, because the 
soldiers pillaged not just Kurdistan, but all of Persia. In Shklovskii’s view, this was the result 
not of the war, but of the revolution. “In all the hundreds of thousands of soldiers in our 
army, couldn’t there have just possibly been something good, something worthwhile? There 
was. But the condition of our army—the total disillusionment, the deep despondency, the 
willingness to resort to sabotage if only to end the war—all this brought out the worst, not 
the best, side of men.”108

And, thought Shklovskii, this could not but have an effect. Traveling back through the 
Caucasus, he passed through regions where Cossacks and Chechens were fighting. “By day, 
pillars of smoke; by night, pillars of fire encircled us. Russia was burning.”109 “Are we Russians 
not,” asked Shklovskii, “reaping now what we sowed in Persia? In any case, in Persia the Rus-
sian Revolution was compromised and it will be difficult to restore it to its good name there. 
But who is there to restore it?” One did not have to be a literary critic to come to this same 
conclusion. Fedor Ivanovich Eliseev served throughout the war with a Cossack regiment on 
the Caucasus Front. He too came to believe that Russians would have to come to an account-
ing for their behavior in the occupied territories. “We only came to understand the psycho-
logical state of the Kurds,” he recalled, “when the Red Army and Soviet power descended from 
the North to our Cossack lands and treated us Cossacks just as we had treated the Kurds.”110

Conclusion
There is no doubt that the Russian Army engaged in extensive violence against civilian popu-
lations. It did so in occupied territories and it did so in Russian proper. It did so against Kurds 
as well as against Armenians—and Jews and, later, Russians too. My purpose here has been 
to try to untangle the various strands of violence—those strands that were sanctioned from 
those that were not, those that were, by their own lights, purposeful from those that were not. 
I have tried to show that this violence was not the product of some nationalizing project, or 
of an inevitable and timeless “clash of civilizations” in a “shatter zone of empires.”

Some might say it makes no difference. But the actions of people like General De-
pishich, who canceled punitive operations that he recognized were about to degenerate into 
slaughter; of Ensign Kovalimov, who risked his life to try to protect the civilians under his 
charge; and of Victor Shklovskii, who repeatedly risked his life to protect civilians and pre-
vent pillaging by Russian units in northern Persia—these all show that such men recognized 
and upheld the boundaries between legitimate force and naked violence. I am only trying to 
make sense of how such men distinguished between these two categories.

Notes

This paper is part of a larger project examining how the Russians applied the “laws of war” to ter-
ritories which they occupied “by right of war.” I gratefully acknowledge the support of the National 
Council for Eurasian and East European Research for its support of this project.
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A “Zone of Violence”
THE ANTI-JEWISH POGROMS IN EASTERN 
GALICIA IN 1914–1915 AND 1941

Alexander V. Prusin

“International boundaries [are] ‘. . . the razor’s edge on which hang suspended the 
modern issues of war and peace, life and death to nations.’”

Lord Curzon

Although in the first half of the twentieth-century hardship was no novelty to Eastern Eu-
rope, the land-belt that in 1914 constituted the borderlands between the German, Austro-
Hungarian, and Russian empires stands out as particularly volatile. During the two World 
Wars these regions became a huge front-zone that expanded and contracted in accordance 
with the fortunes of the opposing armies. Wartime ushered in a particularly tragic period for 
the Jewish communities of the borderlands. In 1914–1915 the Russian army initiated a brutal 
campaign of persecution and forcible relocation of more than half a million Jews to Russia 
proper; violent pogroms in Jewish settlements accompanied Russian offensives and retreats. 
The outbreak of the Soviet–German war in the summer of 1941 sparked another wave of 
pogroms that resulted in the deaths of thousands of Jews and heralded the beginning of the 
Holocaust in the German-occupied Soviet territories. In both cases considerable segments 
of the local population joined the invading forces in assaults on Jews, acting as unruly mobs 
or organized vigilante groups.

To be sure, Jews had been targets of religious, cultural, and economic prejudices that 
pervaded European societies for centuries and often erupted in violence, particularly in 
times of profound economic, social, or political crises.1 However, from the assaults by the 
first Crusaders to the annihilation of entire Jewish communities during the Cossack wars in 
the seventeenth-century Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, anti-Jewish violence was more 
than just the scapegoating of an outcast minority for alleged social and economic ills. State 
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and church policies, in the form of legal restrictions and limitations, created a propitious po-
litical and psychological environment in which the perpetrators acted under the assumption 
that their actions “punishing” Jews were sanctioned by the ruling elites.

Prejudices against Jews in the borderlands were heightened by state rivalries over 
these strategically sensitive areas. For centuries the political and territorial organization of 
the borderlands was shaped by their experiences as the areas of contact and conflict be-
tween different polities, cultures, and religions. With progression of time the administrative 
power-centers evolved into richer, more industrialized and urbanized settlements with fixed 
borders, whereas most of the borderlands remained largely agricultural and poor, cultur-
ally conservative, and characterized by frequent population migrations and blurred ethnic 
boundaries. Although in the early nineteenth century the Austrian, Prussian, and Russian 
empires consented to mutually acceptable border arrangements, the national and regional 
government agencies nurtured suspicions that the allegiances and identities of diverse ethnic 
groups living astride state and provincial borders were not necessarily, or at least not always, 
compatible with those envisioned by the state. Consequently, in search of the most efficient 
methods of control, the imperial authorities attempted to impose some form of political and 
administrative uniformity that would guarantee the diffusion or suppression of potential 
separatist and irredentist tendencies.2

Still, as long as the state’s supremacy over all forms of social relations was unchal-
lenged, it acted as the highest arbitrator, manipulating the conflicting claims of rival ethnic 
groups and maintaining relative stability in its domain. To be sure, until 1914 the German–
Russian and the Austro-Hungarian–Russian borderlands were predominantly violence-free 
since the imperial authorities accorded their subjects a minimal modicum of stability and 
relative (by East European standards) political equilibrium. Hence, despite occasional erup-
tions such as the Polish uprisings of 1831 and 1863 and the 1905–1907 revolutionary turmoil 
in Russia’s western provinces, the borderlands hardly resembled the “caldrons of conflict.”3

The situation, however, changed dramatically in wartime. As the warring states mobi-
lized their economic and human resources, suspicions of disloyalty among the diverse popu-
lations in the border-areas blurred the concept of external and internal enemies. Among the 
latter the state authorities considered most “corrosive” those who had acted as middlemen 
between different territorial and economic units, and outwardly pledged their loyalties to a 
cluster of values rather than to a single “national” culture. Consequently, Jews, who tradi-
tionally occupied the “gap” position between the upper and lower classes, found themselves 
at the receiving end of persecution and terror. On the other hand, when the state—“native” 
or foreign—initiated violent anti-Jewish policies, it engendered a specific cultural and psy-
chological environment, encouraging similar reactions among the local population that had 
internalized violence as the means for social advancement, personal enrichment, or achieve-
ment of political goals. Similarly, in the 1920–1930s concerns over potentially seditious eth-
nic minorities dominated the policies of the “successor-states” that attempted to superim-
pose the national-state blueprint on the territories marked by linguistic, religious, and ethnic 
cleavages. Such policies contributed to profound fragmentation of the borderland societies 
that was reflected in their assorted affiliations and allegiances during World War II.

This chapter explores the dynamics and mechanisms of anti-Jewish violence in a “clas-
sic” borderland, Eastern Galicia, during the Russian occupation of the province in 1914–
1915 and at the initial stage of German invasion in 1941. The chapter’s main objective is 
not to seek the particular common patterns between the two cases—although some features 
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replicated themselves across time—but to analyze the interplay of foreign occupation and in-
ternal conflicts in this second largest Jewish enclave in Europe before World War II. A part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire and a Polish province in the interwar period, Eastern Galicia 
stood out as a classic East European region, where asymmetrical socioeconomic develop-
ment was tightly interwoven with ethno-religious and cultural differences. Although there 
was a profound discord among the province’s three major ethnic groups—Ukrainians, Poles, 
and Jews—it remained dormant until wartime detonated the intercommunal hostilities. The 
ideologies of the invading armies—Russian nationalism versus the Nazi racism and anti-Bol-
shevism—were quite different in content, but both were predicated upon the elimination of 
Jews as the most “deviationist” group that did not fit into an envisioned new state order. Not 
only did the two invaders therefore both pursue brutal and systematic anti-Jewish policies, 
but they also encouraged and sanctioned “native” violence that acquired its own destructive 
logic. In other words, the state-driven violence was sustained and exacerbated by the active 
participation of Polish and Ukrainian “neighbors”4 who strove to gain access to power and 
economic resources at the expense of Jews.

The first part of the chapter analyses the peculiarities of Eastern Galicia’s socioeconomic 
and political history that heightened and intensified intercommunal enmities. The second and 
third parts examine the pogroms as the outcome of a murderous environment—a “zone of vio-
lence”—forged by the convergence of interests between the invading forces and native perpetra-
tors. A special effort is made to analyze the ideological, socio-cultural, and psychological factors 
associated with the ritualization of anti-Jewish violence as a harbinger of a new political order.

The “Classic” Borderland
To a large extent the situation of Jews in Eastern Galicia reflected the particular character of 
the province, where a pyramidal socioeconomic and political structure was superimposed 
on a diversity of ethnicity, religion, and culture. The Ukrainians, who predominantly be-
longed to the Greek Catholic rite, constituted the demographic majority (2,711,400 persons 
or 65 percent of the population) and lived in the countryside, whereas the urban areas were 
dominated by the Roman Catholic Poles (879,400, 21 percent) and Jews (545,500, 13 per-
cent); the representatives of the “imperial” nation, the Germans, constituted less than one 
percent of the total—just about 38,000 people in a region of over four million.5

Galicia’s ethno-religious diversity in turn underscored its other conspicuous “border-
land” feature—it was a highly stratified society, in which ethnicity and religion reflected each 
group’s socioeconomic status and political influence. Since the Polish partitions of the late 
eighteenth century, the Austrian government had tolerated the primacy of the Polish landed 
nobility—a reliable “titular” group that possessed the legacy of a historic kingdom and pre-
served a well-developed culture that dominated regional politics, the justice system, educa-
tion, and the economy in predictable ways. The Ukrainian peasantry occupied the bottom 
of the social hierarchy, facing limited prospects for upward mobility, while Jews acted as 
middlemen between the two groups and were prominent in trade, commerce, money-lend-
ing, and free professions. Although the overwhelming majority of Jews lived in poverty, on 
average they were still one grade above the Ukrainian and Polish peasants and laborers. Jews 
constituted about 50 percent all land renters and ten percent of estate stewards, and although 
the Jewish intelligentsia was inclined to German or Polish culture and education, most Jews 
lived in tight-knit communities, spoke Yiddish, and confined their relations with Poles and 
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Ukrainians entirely to economic transactions. Thus, despite the fact that Jews had lived in 
Galicia for centuries, for Poles and Ukrainians they remained “alien” on the account of their 
different religion, language, and culture.6

The era of modernization intensified socioeconomic and political rivalries in the prov-
ince, for since the mid-nineteenth century the emancipation of peasants and the industrial-
ization drive opened up Galician society to new political and cultural encounters and facili-
tated the nation-building process. Concerned about Polish irredentism—the uprising of 1847 
in west Galicia was the case in point—the Austrian government encouraged the expansion 
of Ukrainian cooperatives, schools, libraries, and theaters. According to the classic formula 
suggested by Miroslav Hroch, modern nationalist movements in Eastern Europe began when 
native populists attempted to imbue their ethnic constituencies with a sense of common iden-
tity and destiny. To this effect, they began “recovering” lost symbols of national ethos such 
as language and folklore; political participation was envisioned as the second stage.7 Starting 
in the 1860s the growth of the Ukrainian socioeconomic network was bolstered by more ac-
tive participation in provincial and national politics. Ukrainian deputies entered the regional 
and imperial parliaments; the last decade of the century witnessed the formation of the first 
Ukrainian parties. In contrast to their kinsmen in Tsarist Ukraine, who suffered from abusive 
Russification policies, Galician Ukrainians largely appreciated their Habsburg rulers and con-
sidered Galicia their own “Piedmont”—the cradle of Ukrainian national culture.8

While these developments alarmed the Polish elite, the modernization of the provin-
cial economy simultaneously propelled the “Jewish question” to the fore of provincial poli-
tics. Impoverished by the emancipation of peasants, many Polish nobles joined the growing 
Polish commercial and professional middle class, which engaged in fierce economic com-
petition with the Jews. Accordingly, they embraced the ideological postulates of the Polish 
National Democratic Party (known casually as Endek or the Endeks, for the acronym ND) 
that promoted antisemitism as a symbolic realm embodying the socioeconomic and politi-
cal resurgence of the Polish nation. Conflicts between Jewish traders and nascent Ukrainian 
cooperatives also grew in intensity. After the government introduced universal suffrage, 
socioeconomic rivalry spilled over to politics, reaching its peak during the municipal and 
provincial elections. In 1907 and 1911 Jewish voters cast their ballots in favor of Jewish and 
Ukrainian candidates. The Endeks responded with an escalation of antisemitic propaganda 
and organized a boycott of Jewish shops.9

*   *   *

If the Austrian government tried to maintain a relative economic and political equilibrium in 
Galicia, the post–World War I resurrection of independent Poland confirmed the dominant 
position of ethnic Poles in all spheres of public life, while relegating Ukrainians and Jews to 
second-class citizenship. In contrast to flexible Austrian policies, and despite its obligations 
as stipulated by the Minority Treaty of 1919, the Polish government was poised to build a 
“national” state, prioritizing the interests of the “core” ethnic constituency over the minority 
groups. Although the victorious Entente initially authorized Poland to administer Eastern 
Galicia until a national plebiscite, eager to establish a cordon sanitaire against Soviet Russia, 
they eventually consented to Galicia’s annexation. Defeated in the Polish–Ukrainian War, the 
Ukrainians, however, did not give up their national aspirations, while anti-Jewish policies 
and the pogroms committed by Polish troops during the wars of independence in 1918–1920 
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made many Jews apprehensive about the new territorial arrangement. Accordingly, though 
state borders in the east were drawn, they remained in effect fluid frontier zones beset by po-
litical instability. The Ukrainians (as well as Belorussians and Lithuanians) boycotted nation-
al elections and the Ukrainian clandestine militant groups carried out anti-state propagan-
da, acts of sabotage, and assassinations of Polish officials. The government responded with 
brutal “pacifications”—the army and police descended upon Ukrainian villages, arresting 
thousands of individuals on flimsy pretexts. Police interrogations were accompanied by beat-
ings and torture, while Polish courts imposed stiff prison terms upon hundreds of real and 
potential culprits. The “Polonization” campaign in the Kresy (the Polish term for the eastern 
provinces in Volhynia, Belorussia, and southern Lithuania) and in Galicia translated into a 
drastic reduction of Ukrainian schools; they dwindled dramatically from 1,050 in 1919 to 
433 in 1922, and the remaining schools eventually became bilingual. The Ukrainian chair at 
the University of Lwów was closed and the attendance of Ukrainian students was restricted.10

The nationalization of Poland’s socioeconomic sphere also profoundly affected the 
situation of Jews. Although in the early 1920s the Polish government initially introduced 
several liberal reforms, such as the abolition of the Russian imperial anti-Jewish restrictions, 
it increasingly adopted some of the Endeks’ ideological viewpoints. The “de-Judaization” 
process began with the mass dismissal of Jewish civil employees. Out of 6,000 Galician-Jew-
ish railroad and postal workers in 1914 only 670 retained their posts in 1923, and a simi-
lar situation prevailed in the police, legal professions, and education. These discriminatory 
practices forced more Jews to engage in the areas still open to them—trade, commerce, and 
artisanship—further aggravating competition with Poles and Ukrainians.11 Low industrial 
productivity, a shortage of capital, and the predominance of the agricultural sector in East-
ern Galicia were exacerbated by the Great Depression, which hit Poland especially hard. 
Economic difficulties and the rise of the Nazis in Germany contributed to the intensification 
of anti-Jewish policies and attitudes. From 1935 on the Polish government, dominated by 
right-wing senior officers and politicians, openly supported the economic boycott of Jewish 
businesses and imposed quota on Jewish applicants to the institutions of higher learning. 
With the encouragement of such official antisemitic attitudes, physical assaults on Jews in 
Poland became a frequent occurrence.12

Marked by political cooperation in the early the 1920s, Jewish–Ukrainian relations 
also worsened as a result of the deteriorating economic conditions and the radicalization 
of Ukrainian political circles. Created in 1929 the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN) emulated the Italian fascist and Nazi ideology, adopting a political program that 
stipulated the “removal” of Jews and Poles from the “historical” Ukrainian lands. Radical 
and moderate Ukrainian political parties supported the boycott of Jewish businesses, and 
an anti-Jewish propaganda campaign by the Ukrainian press was accompanied by violence. 
Ukrainian vigilante groups blocked the entrances of Jewish shops and taverns, smashed win-
dows, and attacked Jews on the streets. The right-wing agitators echoed the official Polish 
propaganda by portraying Jews as the vanguard of the Bolshevik movement.13

*   *   *

Despite the differences between the imperial and the Polish “national” political structure, in 
1914 and in 1939 the situation in Eastern Galicia displayed similar socioeconomic and po-
litical patterns conducive to ethnic rivalries—intense competition for employment and lim-
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ited access to education and politics for the majority of the population. In other words, due 
to the limits of modernization the Austro-Hungarian administration was unable, whereas 
the Polish government was unwilling to integrate the majority of population into collective 
decision-making processes. Conversely, engaged in fierce economic and political competi-
tion with each other, Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews tended to evaluate their relations through 
an emotional “double-bind process,”14 perceiving a gain for one as a loss for the other two.

The Russian “Military” Pogroms in 1914–1915
Although by the mid-nineteenth century the imperial rule of each of the empires in the 
borderlands, Austro-Hungarian, German, and Russian, was fully consolidated, the imperial 
governments’ concerns over these sensitive strategic regions were heightened in the era of 
nationalism. In the anticipation of armed conflict, the Russian and Austro-Hungarian gov-
ernments were concerned that a national movement within or across the border could set in 
motion a dangerous chain reaction. As in such disputed borderlands as Alsace-Lorraine or 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, both sides invested Galicia with ideological and political significance. 
The Russian nationalist and liberal circles advocated the annexation of Eastern Galicia (along 
with Bukovina and Transcarpathia) as the long-lost “primordial Russian land” to be reunited 
under the scepter of the Tsar. Accordingly, they secretly supported and financed the Rus-
sophile factions in Austro-Hungary. In turn, the Austrian government used Galicia and Bu-
kovina as the bases for the anti-Russian activities of Ukrainian and Polish political émigrés 
from Russia. As international tensions in prewar Europe gained momentum, St. Petersburg 
and Vienna repeatedly accused each other of harboring and abetting “subversive elements” 
across the border.15

After the outbreak of the war, in early August 1914, the first Russian units penetrated 
deep into Galicia. As the Austrian army and the civil administration began a hasty evacua-
tion, the void of authority in several localities emboldened individuals and groups to engage 
in plundering abandoned houses, government offices, shops, and warehouses. Since many 
shops and businesses belonged to Jews, these first attacks were not necessarily antisemitic in 
character, but were rather driven by the opportunity to loot with no adverse consequences 
for the perpetrators. The Russian vanguard details, however, gave the random looting a more 
systematic character and anti-Jewish violence began increasingly to display both deliberate 
and reactive facets.

Ideology was a crucial element that informed the conduct of the Russian army. Since 
the second half of the nineteenth century the Russian military increasingly deployed com-
prehensive statistical data for the evaluation of the demographic and ethnographic makeup 
of the population of the Empire. As military statisticians determined that the imperial spatial 
core was “healthy and reliable,” in contrast to the diverse and non-Christian populations on 
the imperial fringes, who were deemed “undesirable and unreliable,” ethnicity and religion 
became the major criteria for loyalty to the state.16 As the traditional imperial mode of peace-
ful conflict resolution was sidelined by wartime militant ideologies, such views were pro-
jected upon the territories marked for Russian occupation. Significantly, on the “black lists” 
of Russia’s potential enemies none was vilified more than the Jews as the most resilient, wily, 
and dangerous. A number of Russian generals and senior officers, including the Supreme 
Commander Grand Duke Nicholas and his Chief of Staff, General Nicholas Yanushkevich, 
were vehement antisemites, and consequently the Russian Supreme Command—Stavka—
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actively cultivated images of “traitorous” Jews. The Russian officer corps largely shared such 
attitudes. A Jewish doctor who spent a night with a group of Russian officers recalled that 
they were obsessed with the image of the “Jew”; it dominated all conversations. Officers, 
in turn, disseminated virulent antisemitic propaganda to the rank-and-file, who often were 
convinced that the war against the Central Powers was also a crusade against the Jews. As a 
result, upon arriving in towns and villages, Russian units conveyed to Poles and Ukrainians 
that they had come to free Galicia from the “Jewish yoke.” In some instances the Russians 
incited the local population to anti-Jewish excesses or, after having looted Jewish stores and 
houses, distributed the booty to the villagers and townspeople.17

Crucially, the Russian military conceived its objectives in Eastern Galicia (as well as 
in Bukovina and Transcarpathia) as military and political. Having been invested by the Tsar 
with supreme powers in the front-zone, Stavka embarked upon dismantling the Austrian 
state system and integrating the occupied territories into the Russian imperial structure. 
Such measures entailed depriving Eastern Galicia of its specific “Austrian” features such as 
the “privileged” position of the Jews. By removing them from the provincial socioeconomic 
sphere the military conceived of “leveling” Galician Jews to put them on a par with their 
Russian co-religionists. Concomitantly, the pogroms were accompanied by a whole cluster 
of rituals that involved the degradation and humiliation of Jews, heralding the introduction 
of the new political order. Under the conniving eyes of the officers, the Cossacks and soldiers 
forced Jews to dance, ride on pigs—insulting the sensibilities of religious Jews—crawl, and 
run naked. Violence thus became a part of a socioeconomic and psychological campaign to 
relegate Jews to second-class status. Conversely, as soon as Poles and Ukrainians realized that 
their ethnic “credentials” could protect them from Russian depredations, they adorned their 
houses and apartments with icons and crosses.18

At the same time, knowing that the situation of Jews in Austro-Hungary was markedly 
more advantageous than in Russia, the Russian military anticipated that Galician Jews would 
constitute the backbone of resistance. Such “complimentary projections”19—the ascription 
of hostile intentions to the Jews—were bound to evolve into a self-fulfilling prophecy, espe-
cially when combined with the spy-mania that from the war’s outset pervaded the Russian 
military and society. Russian wartime mentalities derived heavily from the military disaster 
in East Prussia, where in August 1914 the Germans surrounded and slaughtered two Rus-
sian armies. The ineptitude of the generals entailed an overwhelming atmosphere of fear 
of the “fifth columnists” lurking behind the frontlines. Suspicions of Jewish saboteurs were 
magnified by Austro-German propaganda that appealed to Russian Jews to rise against Tsar-
ist oppression. Such instances as well as the preferential treatment initially accorded to Jews 
by the German and Austro-Hungarian troops gave the rumors of Jewish conspiracies wide 
credibility. The army facilitated these rumors by issuing reports of Jews spotting the enemy’s 
fire from balloons, luring the Russian units into traps, or cutting telephone lines. The reports 
predominantly referred to the collective image of the “Jew/s” as an omnipresent subversive 
force rather than to specific cases.20

It should be noted that the Russian spy-mania was not a unique phenomenon and the 
fear of enemies lurking in shadows became a dominant psychological factor on all fronts of 
World War I. Thus, in Belgium the activities of the franc-tireur resisters generated mass Ger-
man reprisals against civilians.21 Similarly, on 2 September 1914 the Grand Duke ordered 
the “complete destruction” of localities in East Prussia where shooting at Russian troops 
took place. Reprisals involved executions of alleged spies and the destruction of houses from 
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which shots were fired. Such actions seemingly did not contravene the provisions of the 
Hague Convention of 1899 that specified that combatants had to be clearly identified by uni-
forms and insignia. Since the guerrillas did not follow these rules and hid among the civilian 
population, the military logic was that the Convention did not apply to the culprits, or to the 
population that harbored them. In contrast to Belgium, however, there was no actual resis-
tance in Galicia (although intense guerrilla warfare did occur in Bukovina, where the Austri-
ans waged a successful hit-and-run campaign). Russian reprisals, therefore, were predicated 
merely upon the anticipated activities of the specific ethnic “out-groups.”22

For soldiers and the Cossacks violence also became an expedient tool to make up for 
hardship and supply shortages, especially as communication lines were extended to the limit. 
In fact, letting troops go on a rampage as reward for capturing a locality has been a tradi-
tional practice of many armies since antiquity and is known as the “tax of violence.”23 There-
fore, the Russian officers mostly tolerated the predatory habits of their subordinates who ran 
amok in Jewish residential areas. Time and again, the modus operandi of the pogromists was 
almost identical: a charge of some “treacherous act,” such as allegations of shooting at the 
troops from Jewish houses or shops, would be followed in quick succession by plunder, rape, 
and massacre.

Since robbery was a ubiquitous element of the pogroms, greed could partially explain 
the participation of the local population in attacks. From the outset of hostilities, the news of 
the Russian invasion forced many Jews to flee Galicia. Their abandoned property attracted 
the throngs of looters, who were encouraged by the Cossacks and soldiers. Some individuals 
also guided the Russians to Jewish houses and shops, where they together robbed the resi-
dents and divided the booty. For example, on 3 September 1914 the Russian military person-
nel and the townspeople joined in a massive pogrom in Stanisławów. Although the assailants 
were mostly interested in plundering, in some instances they maimed or killed their victims 
and gang-raped women and girls. One of the most violent attacks took place in Lwów on 
26–27 September, where local residents followed the Russians to the Jewish residential areas. 
Under the pretext of “searching” for concealed weapons, the soldiers looted apartments and 
murdered between 20 and 50 individuals; many more were wounded.24

On the other hand, it is possible that some local residents targeted Jews as the most 
“patented” Austrian patriots. When in the summer 1914 the Austrian military launched ar-
rests, imprisonment, and executions of individuals accused of pro-Russian sentiments, some 
Jews displayed a conspicuously hostile attitude to the alleged traitors. In several instances, a 
mob comprised of Jews and Poles assaulted the columns of arrested “suspects.” Some Jews 
also denounced the Ukrainians suspected of pro-Russian activities and the Austrian authori-
ties carried out swift and merciless justice. The images of Jews brutalizing unfortunate vic-
tims (such images would be magnified tenfold in 1941) could have left an imprint in popular 
memory, invoking desire for revenge.25

*   *   *

In October 1914 after the establishment of the Russian administration and the front moving 
westward, “wild” violence was substituted by more systematic persecution consistent with 
the official anti-Jewish restrictions in Russia proper. The second cycle of pogroms began 
in the spring of 1915, when the Austro-German offensive in western Galicia shattered the 
Russian defenses. The Russian retreat soon turned into a rout and in June the Austrians 
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recaptured Lwów. To deprive the enemy of human and material resources, the Russian High 
Command initiated a scorched-earth policy, which included the destruction of property 
along the front line and the forcible evacuation of the population. Conceived as a strategic 
device, the evacuation soon degenerated into widespread plunder, rape, and murder. Act-
ing upon orders to “clean up” (ochistit') the front-zone, the Cossacks and soldiers burned 
houses and crops, blew up bridges and mills, demolished railroads, and forced the popula-
tion eastward. The same orders effectively institutionalized violence, for the Russian details 
now imbued with the official function of depriving the enemy of potential recruits and 
helpers hanged Jewish “spies,” looted houses, and raped women. Assaults on Jews reached 
such magnitude that Stavka was compelled to issue an order that subjected commanders 
who incited violence to court martial. The uprooted Jewish communities were forced to 
endure long marches eastward while the guards mercilessly flogged anybody who tried to 
hand them a glass of water. Arriving to a point of destination, Jews were kept separated 
from other refugees. The Russian “Great Retreat” also opened the way for local residents 
to converge on abandoned Jewish houses and shops. Peasants in horse-driven carriages ar-
rived at localities marked for Jewish expulsion and plundered houses and barns, while the 
Russian patrols, bands of deserters, and some villagers preyed upon the stragglers, robbing 
and murdering entire families.26

The “Jedwabne Syndrome” of 1941
In late June 1941 the German invasion of the Soviet Union sparked off a chain of violent 
anti-Jewish pogroms that in paradigmatic pattern swept through the borderlands. Eastern 
Galicia (alongside the Kresy) became a principal site for violence that claimed at least ten 
thousand lives. In contrast to the Russian pogroms in World War I, the “Jedwabne” violence 
displayed greater societal continuity reflecting a deep political and social fragmentation of 
the borderlands. By 1939 the Polish government’s ethnic policies had effectively atomized 
Jews and Ukrainians, who either welcomed the Soviet invasion or remained indifferent to 
the collapse of Poland. Enticed by Soviet propaganda that called for the annihilation of the 
Polish szlachta (nobility), Ukrainian villagers were eager to settle old scores by murdering, 
robbing, or denouncing their Polish neighbors to Soviet authorities, and armed Ukrainian 
units ambushed small Polish detachments. In some localities Jewish houses and shops also 
came under attack.27

Aiming at dismantling the Polish state system, the Soviet administration altered the 
existing socioeconomic cleavages by initially favoring the “agricultural” Ukrainians at the 
expense of the “bourgeois” Poles and Jews, who were subjected to the state-nationalization 
campaign. The redistribution of land that had belonged to the Polish settlers and the Roman 
Catholic church, the expansion of hospitals and clinics, and the proliferation of Ukraini-
an-language schools, theaters, and libraries initially won large segments of the Ukrainian 
population to the Soviet cause. At the same time, the Soviet practice of promoting skilled 
or talented individuals, for whom higher education or elevation to a higher social rung had 
previously been inaccessible, attracted large numbers of Jewish and Ukrainian applicants. 
Antisemitism was officially outlawed and the hated student quota for Jews in colleges and 
universities was abolished. Such prospects reflected the positive and attractive features of 
the new regime, which, in the eyes of many Jews, offered a fair compensation for the years of 
discriminatory policies and humiliation in the Second Polish Republic.28
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At the same time, the competition for employment fueled the traditional ethnic ri-
valries. In his report from July 1941 Stefan Rowecki, the commander of the main Polish 
underground force (the Union of Armed Struggle, later known as the Home Army or AK), 
noted that precisely because so many Jews had lost their livings to Soviet nationalization, 
many sought employment in the Soviet administration.29 This visibility in the state apparatus 
on top of the preponderance of Jews in the white-collar professions imprinted images of 
the “Soviet-Jewish” regime in the collective psyche. Such attitudes were heightened by mass 
arrests and deportations that in 1939–1941 swept through the Soviet-annexed territories 
and affected all ethnic groups and social layers. From western Ukraine alone (Galicia, Vol-
hynia, and northern Bukovina) the Soviets deported approximately 320,000 people, includ-
ing 70,000 Jews. Denunciations, which were common, and various degrees of participation 
in the deportations added fuel to intercommunal animosities and portended a confrontation 
in the future.30 However, despite the fact that many “class-acceptable” Poles and Ukrainians 
had collaborated with the Soviets, as the most discriminated-against minority in the interwar 
period Jews were singled out as the main beneficiaries of the Soviet regime. In the minds of 
nationalistically inclined societies antisemitism thus became inseparable from national pa-
triotism and anti-communism. Consequently, in the summer of 1941 the jubilant Polish and 
Ukrainian crowds greeted the German troops as liberators from a regime tainted by “Jewish 
connection.”31

Similarly to the situation in the early summer of 1914, the pogroms in Galicia in 1941 
began with random robberies and looting that broke out during the Soviet evacuation. How-
ever, on the night of 27 June, as the Soviets were puling out from Galicia’s capital, Lwów, 
large crowds descended upon the Jewish residential areas and a newly-organized Ukrainian 
militia began seizing Jewish men. Similar incidents transpired before and after the arrival of 
the first German units, which either joined in or “supervised” the assaults.32

Yet, in contrast to the Russian military pogroms, the anti-Jewish violence in the sum-
mer of 1941 was frequently “native-driven” even though it derived its momentum from 
the Nazi Operation Barbarossa. The Nazi culture and ideology of antisemitism are too well 
known to be rehearsed here. Suffice it to say that Hitler envisioned the war against the USSR 
as the war of annihilation against “Judeo-Bolshevism”—a view shared by the German mili-
tary, the police, and the SS. The ideological crusaders—the Einsatzgruppen—had specific 
tasks of eliminating political opponents of the regime, having gained considerable experi-
ence in such operations during the war against Poland. On 17 June the chief of the Main 
Security Office, Reinhardt Heydrich, instructed his subordinates that “self-cleansing efforts” 
of the anti-communist groups in the East should be encouraged and “pointed in the right 
direction,” without, however, leaving a trace of German involvement. Accordingly, upon en-
tering Galicia, the German propaganda units concentrated upon inciting the population to 
avenge the wrongs done them by the “Judeo-Bolsheviks.”33

Both OUN branches34 were equally instrumental in promoting the “self-cleansing ef-
forts” among the Ukrainians. Hoping to achieve its ultimate goal—the creation of an inde-
pendent Ukraine—the OUN leadership was eager to take as much advantage of German 
policies as possible. Although initially its ideological platform stipulated the removal of Jews 
and Poles from the economy and public life, by the late 1930s it had embraced the Nazi 
racial postulates as fully corresponding with the creation of a homogeneous Ukraine. Such 
ideological affinity resulted in the vicious antisemitic propaganda that predicted a “final 
reckoning” with Jews in the future. At the beginning of the Soviet–German war, both OUN 
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branches disseminated leaflets that called for the extermination of the “Bolsheviks and Jew-
ish hirelings.”35

The Nazi and OUN propaganda especially thrived on the discovery of mass graves left 
behind by the Soviets. During its hasty evacuation from the Polish eastern provinces, the 
Soviet secret police and the prison administration shot between 10,000 and 20,000 people 
held in Galicia’s prisons.36 In many localities corpses found in prisons were mutilated to an 
extreme degree—skulls opened, eyes put out, faces burned, and women’s breasts cut off. 
Such gruesome sites certainly contributed to the overwhelming atmosphere of grief and 
desire for revenge against alleged culprits. Although there is no doubt that the Soviet secret 
police did torture its prisoners to extract confessions, there are indications that in some 
places the Germans and their native helpers also appropriately “prepared” the ground to 
arouse anti-Jewish violence. For example, after the Soviets pulled out from Lwów, the Ukrai-
nian militia supervised by German officers deliberately disfigured and defiled corpses in 
the Lącki prison. In other localities Jewish corpses were removed from prisons before the 
crowds were let in.37

Although such “cosmetic” operations did not cause the pogroms, they facilitated pop-
ular inclinations to believe that Jews were behind the massacres, since in a highly emotional 
atmosphere perceptions of reality are frequently distorted by “cognitive categories based on 
race and ethnicity [that] serve to simplify a highly complex world.”38 When the prisons were 
opened and many grieving individuals and families went inside to look for their relatives 
and friends, the sense of liberation from the hated Soviet regime and the horrors of the 
NKVD massacres glued the crowds together. Still, the assaults on Jews that followed dis-
played a minimal degree of “organized-spontaneity,” for while groups of vigilantes dragged 
Jews out of their apartments and escorted them to NKVD execution sites, others formed 
cordons through which Jews had to run the gauntlet or guarded Jewish exhumation details. 
Two other crucial ingredients of the pogroms were the timely arrival of peasants from the 
countryside, who partook in the plunder and the organization of the civil committees and 
the militia, which temporarily assumed power in small towns and villages. In some places 
the militia had prepared the proscription lists with the names and addresses of Jews and sus-
pected communists. If initially only Jewish men were targeted, by early July the violence en-
gulfed women and children, who were beaten and forced to exhume corpses or wash blood 
off the sidewalks.39

Although the NKVD massacres certainly contributed to the popular desire to pun-
ish the culprits, the extreme brutality against defenseless men, women, and children tran-
scended any notion of score-settling. This is especially revealing since the real perpetrators 
were long gone, and violence also erupted in localities where no NKVD killings had taken 
place. The surrogate victimization of Jews, therefore, calls into question the motivations of 
the perpetrators. From the German point of view, the annihilation of Jews was inseparable 
from the military and ideological preparations for the war against the Soviet Union, and 
the pogroms were integrated into the emerging pattern of the Holocaust. The units of the 
Einsatzgruppe C arrived to Lwów on the afternoon of 30 June, when the pogrom there 
had already begun. With the help of the Ukrainian militia, the German killing squads 
rounded up Jews and escorted them outside the city, where by 6 July they shot more than 
6,000 people.40

The invasion of the Soviet Union simultaneously created a particular murderous en-
vironment—aptly called the “Jedwabne state” by a prominent Polish historian after the infa-
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mous Jedwabne massacre of 194141—whereby the Nazi crusade against “Judeo-Bolshevism” 
coalesced with the aspirations of the local nationalist groups that embraced anti-commu-
nism and antisemitism as the crucial building blocks of national independence. On 30 June 
an OUN-B group in Lwów announced the restoration of Ukrainian statehood. By this time, 
attacks on Jews had been in progress for some time, but they escalated within the next sev-
eral days. Jews were forced to mop streets with toothbrushes and combs or wash sidewalks 
with their bare hands (one is prone to think of the considerable Nazi “experience” in such 
matters) and to exhume and wash corpses found in prisons. The militiamen and the crowds 
chanted anti-Jewish slogans, viciously beat their victims, and alongside the German soldiers 
amused themselves cutting off the beards of religious Jews. In Kolomeja the mob forced Jews 
to destroy Soviet monuments and shout anti-Soviet slogans, while in Stary Sambor Jews had 
to march through the town carrying pictures of Lenin and Stalin.42 Therefore, anti-Jewish 
violence transpired under the specter of Ukrainian national statehood—whether the OUN 
intended it or not—giving it the appearance of a “native” initiative, precisely as the Germans 
had desired.

Similarly, the pogroms were internalized as a means to marginalize the Ukrainians’ 
traditional socioeconomic rivals or to avenge alleged or real wrongs. In some localities the 
members of the Ukrainian intelligentsia acted as the main instigators, organizing civil com-
mittees and leading the assailants. Individuals who had suffered under the Soviet regime, or 
whose relatives were imprisoned or deported, also featured among the ringleaders. Although 
some apologetic studies have emphasized that central role of criminal and Lumpen (roughly, 
“rabble”) elements in the violence,43 the breakdown of the social order engendered a procliv-
ity toward wanton destructiveness and cruelty among many ordinary people who partook in 
the pogroms. Indeed, a prominent American sociologist suggests that in times of crisis large 
segments of the population “become hysterical; mob-mindedness shows an upward trend. 
The perception of many phenomena becomes one-sided and distorted [leading to] erratic 
and chaotic associations, [and to] an uncritical acceptance of rumors and plots.”44

Base instincts such as greed, jealousy, and personal animosities raged unabated, par-
ticularly because the conduct of the power-holders—either the Germans or the local civil 
committees and the militia—enabled the mobs to act with a modicum of confidence that the 
pogroms were sanctioned. Although Polish–Ukrainian animosities were further enflamed 
during the Soviet occupation in 1939–1941, in some localities such as Lwów and Borysław 
the culture of antisemitism and the opportunity for personal enrichment drew the members 
of the two groups together in the attacks on Jews. Importantly, participation in violence 
also served as a vehicle to redemption for previous political transgressions, for among the 
assailants there were former members of the Communist Union of Youth (Komsomol) and 
the Soviet militia. An OUN-M appeal, for example, specifically stressed that former Soviet 
employees who “retained national consciousness” could be readmitted as full-fledged mem-
bers of the new Ukrainian community, if they turned against “Jews, Poles, Moscovites and 
communists.”45

It should be noted that Jews were not the sole targets of violence. The Nazi killing units 
and the Ukrainian militia also targeted the Polish intelligentsia. On 3–4 July a special Ger-
man unit murdered a number of leading Polish academics and intelligentsia in Lwów. Still, 
the non-Jewish victims were selected on an individual basis and as a rule their families were 
not murdered. In contrast, the Jewish community was targeted as a whole for the “crime” of 
being Jewish, regardless of whether they had any connection to the Soviet state.
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Conclusion
Populated by different ethnic and religious groups, Eastern Galicia was a “classic borderland,” 
an overlapping spatial and ethno-cultural domain that was easily infused with the territo-
rial claims of the neighboring states. Having realized that efforts to create a homogeneous 
national identity were contradicted by the deeply rooted local cultural identities, the Aus-
trian government tolerated the diversity of its realm even as, facing the confrontation with 
Russia, it was concerned over this strategically important area and the loyalty of its subjects. 
The Polish and Ukrainian national movements that came of age during the modernization 
period also claimed the rights to the province as “historically” their own and shared official 
concerns over the permeability of the state borders. Russia, on the other hand, invested Gali-
cia with strategic and ideological significance as the “long-lost” land, thus threatening the 
territorial integrity of its neighbor.

Wartime turned the province into a veritable “zone of violence,” where the invading 
armies attempted to restructure the national composition of Galicia by confining each ethnic 
group to clearly delimited space. Consequently, in 1914–1915 and in 1941 the traditional 
middlemen of the borderlands, Jews, were consistently singled out as the most “deviation-
ist” elements that did not fit into the Russian national and the Nazi racial order. At the same 
time, the Russians and the Germans used situational determinants such as the objective so-
cioeconomic and ethnic conditions in Galicia to foment and institutionalize existing inter-
communal hostilities.

Although the Russian military pogroms partially mutated into a local heterogeneous 
form, the “live and let live” traditions of Austro-Hungarian imperial rule and the exclusionist 
rather than annihilationist policies of the Russian military mitigated its genocidal poten-
tial and contributed to the predominantly secondary role of local residents in violence. In 
contrast, by the late 1930s the ethnic minorities in the Second Polish Republic had grown 
alienated and bitter toward the regime. Shared traumatic experiences under the Soviet oc-
cupation only intensified mutual antagonisms that were set off by the Soviet–German war. 
The anti-Jewish violence in June–July 1941 was much more systematic and deadlier than the 
Russian pogroms precisely because of its dual character, at once organized by the state and 
enacted by significant segments of the population, who were cultivated and encouraged to 
participate in the genocide.

In both cases, however, it was the outbreak of war that created a climate in which 
violence was perceived as a tool to settle accounts, achieve power and economic benefits, 
or symbolize national resurgence. Accordingly, ethnic categories became major determi-
nants in accessing the sources of power and economic resources, but also in determining 
one’s safety, life, or death. The pogroms displayed the convergence of interests between the 
invaders and the local culprits, with the latter adjusting themselves to the conduct of the 
power-holders and benefitting from the socioeconomic marginalization of the ostracized 
minority or releasing negative emotions and frustrations associated with wartime. If for the 
Russian and German armies anti-Jewish violence heralded the dismantling of the old state 
systems—the Austro-Hungarian and the Soviet respectively—for the local perpetrators, who 
were removed from the epicenters of power, it was a way of integrating themselves into the 
new political order at the expense of Jews. Their conduct, therefore, derived from a whole 
range of motives, from the cumulative outcomes of Gentile–Jewish relations in the border-
lands, radical political ideologies, and the human propensity to jealousy, greed, and violence.
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Ethnicity and the Reporting
of Mass Murder
KR AKIVS'KI VISTI, THE NKVD MURDERS OF 
1941, AND THE VINNYTSIA EXHUMATION

John-Paul Himka

Introduction
Violent discourse and discourse supportive of violence accompanied the conflicts that raged 
in the borderlands in the twentieth century. Here we look at an example of this that is par-
ticularly interesting because it involves the mass violence of two of the major competitors for 
the borderlands, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, in a discourse formulated in under-
standing with Germany by one of the autochthonous peoples of the region, the Ukrainians. 
It concerns crimes against humanity committed by the Soviet authorities as they were used 
in propaganda to justify the violence of the German occupiers and those who collaborated 
with them.

Specifically, this chapter looks at two incidents in which mass violence perpetrated by 
the Soviet political police, the NKVD, was exposed in the Ukrainian press under German 
occupation. The first incident is murders committed in the summer of 1941. After Germany 
and the Soviet Union put an end to the multinational Second Polish Republic in September 
1939, the Ukrainian territories, Eastern Galicia and Volhynia, were incorporated into the 
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. The Soviets immediately undertook a massive deporta-
tion of the regions’ Poles to Siberia, the first in a series of ethnic cleansings and genocides 
to unfold on the Polish–Ukrainian borderlands over the following eight years. Certain cat-
egories of Jews and a relatively small number of Ukrainians were also deported by the Sovi-
ets in 1939–41. The new Communist authorities Ukrainianized the region by subduing and 
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deporting the Polish elite, but persecuted Ukrainian nationalists. When Germany attacked 
the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, the prisons of Galicia and Volhynia happened to be full of 
Ukrainian nationalists, but also, in the larger cities, Jewish and Polish political prisoners. Be-
cause of the rapidity of the German advance into the new western borderlands of the USSR, 
the NKVD proved unable to evacuate these prisoners before the Germans would arrive. Not 
wishing to leave them as potential collaborators with the invaders, they killed them hastily. 
Thousands of corpses were found in prison basements after the Germans took the cities and 
towns of Western Ukraine.1 The Nazis used these gruesome discoveries for propaganda and 
also to incite a series of murderous pogroms against the Jews by local inhabitants throughout 
the western borderlands.2

The second incident whose media coverage will be examined in this study is the Vin-
nytsia exhumation of 1943. In the aftermath of their defeat at Stalingrad, the Germans ex-
humed thousands of bodies from mass graves underneath a park and playground in Vinnyt-
sia. An international team of forensic experts3 as well as police investigators from Germany 
descended upon the exhumation site and determined that the victims had been shot in the 
back of the head by the NKVD in 1937–38, that is, during Stalin’s Great Terror. The Nazis 
used the Vinnytsia exhumation for an international propaganda campaign similar to the 
one unleashed with respect to the exhumation of slain Polish officers at Katyn a few months 
before.4

I focus on how these incidents of mass violence committed by the Soviet state were 
reported, in particular on the issue of the ascription of ethnicity to both the victims and the 
perpetrators. It is a study of some of the uses that can be made of mass murder.

The newspaper that I have chosen to analyze is the Ukrainian-language daily Krakivs'ki 
visti. It was published in Kraków, which became a center of Ukrainian nationalist activity 
in 1939, after the Red Army marched into eastern Poland. Many Ukrainian nationalists left 
Eastern Galicia at that time and transferred their activities to the German zone. The Ger-
man authorities allowed the establishment in Kraków of a Ukrainian Central Committee, 
with which Krakivs'ki visti was closely associated. The committee was headed by Professor 
Volodymyr Kubijovyč, a geographer who specialized in mapping ethnicity. Kubijovyč leaned 
toward the Mel'nyk rather than the Bandera faction of Ukrainian nationalists.(The two fac-
tions took their names from their leaders, Andrii Mel'nyk and Stepan Bandera. The Melnyk 
faction was stronger in emigration and in Bukovina, while the Bandera faction was stronger 
in Galicia and Volhynia. The leadership of the Mel'nyk faction was older than that of the 
Bandera faction.) Although carefully censored by the German press bureau, Krakivs'ki visti
enjoyed more autonomy than any other legal Ukrainian-language publication under German 
occupation and also more autonomy than any of the legal Polish-language publications in 
the General Government. It was edited by a Ukrainian journalist, Mykhailo Khom"iak (Cho-
miak), and some of the most prominent Ukrainian intellectuals contributed to it. There is no 
direct evidence in the archives of Krakivs'ki visti that the German authorities intervened in 
the publication of any of the materials about the NKVD murders or Vinnytsia. The press run 
of Krakivs'ki visti was just over 10,000 in 1941 and just over 15,000 in 1943. It was circulated 
in the General Government, Germany, in most of German-occupied Europe, and in countries 
allied with Germany. It was not, however, allowed to be distributed in the Reichskommissariat 
Ukraine.5 The paper can be described as the organ of established Ukrainian nationalists oper-
ating within the limits imposed by Nazi rule. It was not a local paper, as were most Ukrainian 
periodicals under Nazi occupation, since there were few Ukrainians living in Kraków; it was, 
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rather, a paper that reflected a more generalized Ukrainian nationalist standpoint. The choice 
of Krakivs'ki visti as the object of analysis for this study was also motivated by the preservation 
of its editorial archive:6 this is the most complete editorial archive of any of the papers of the 
General Government or of any of the Ukrainian-language papers of the German occupation.7

The Course of the Reporting
Krakivs'ski visti’s first reports on the NKVD massacres were published on 6 July 1941, when 
three items appeared. One was an article, with the dateline 5 July, submitted by telephone 
from the paper’s Berlin correspondent, Gennadii Kotorovych.8 There was also an interview 
with Docent Dr. Hans Joachim Beyer, a Ukraine expert and SS Obersturmbannführer,9 and an 
item translated from Berliner Börsen Zeitung.10 Evidently, the topic was a sensitive one if the 
information came filtered first through German channels, rather than directly from Ukraini-
ans in L'viv. The first publication on the murders that came from a Ukrainian source in L'viv 
was published in the 9 July issue, and it was based on a report already published in the first 
issue of the L'viv daily Ukrains'ki shchodenni visti (5 July 1941).11 Throughout the reporting 
on the NKVD murders, materials taken from German papers, especially the Nazi party or-
gan Völkischer Beobachter, appeared frequently. Original Ukrainian materials became more 
common after mid-July.

Articles on the subject appeared frequently in July and the first week of August, but 
then became old news. The last articles in this series were published on 21 and 24 August. 
The issues from 9 through 12 July 1941 published pictures of the corpses of NKVD victims 
and their mourners.

Although the local Vinnytsia paper, Vinnyts'ki visti, had been reporting on the exhu-
mation of the mass graves since it commenced in late May 1943,12 the first report to appear 
in Krakivs'ki visti was a small front-page article published on 23 June. It was taken from Nova 
doba, a weekly newspaper for Ukrainians in POW camps which was edited by Krakivs'ki 
visti’s Berlin correspondent, Kotorovych.13 Although an editorial also appeared about the 
Vinnytsia mass graves on 27 June,14 it was not until later that there was steady coverage of 
the issue. Kotorovych wrote to one of Krakivs'ki visti’s editors on 1 July: “The silence of the 
German press about Vinnytsia has its reasons. The press abroad has already mentioned the 
incident itself. For your information exclusively, I will tell you that this matter seems to be 
awaiting a complete investigation so that it can later become a topic for a large planned cam-
paign à la Katyn.”15 The paper’s Frankfurt correspondent, Anatol' Kurdydyk,16 also wrote to 
one of the editors, Mariian Kozak, on the same subject on 10 July, at which time the press 
campaign about Vinnytsia had just taken off: “You surely know that they are writing a lot 
about Vinnytsia, and I will write you a separate article on it.” He said that he had asked his 
superiors earlier about whether to write on Vinnytsia, and they had said “no,” that after Katyn 
another such incident “will leave the impression of deliberate propaganda, sewn together 
with thick threads. But perhaps a different order came from ‘ober.’”17

From 9 July until 10 August many articles about Vinnytsia appeared. A few also ap-
peared in late August and in late September; the final article, on 29 September, reported the 
reburial of the last of the exhumed victims.

In the case of the NKVD murders, the editors of Krakivs'ki visti were able to obtain 
materials for publication directly from the sites of the massacres, since many of them were 
located in the General Government. Vinnytsia was located in the Reichskommissariat, how-
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ever, which was mostly off limits to Krakivs'ki visti. Krakivs'ki visti did manage to maintain 
an unofficial exchange with the newspaper Nova Ukraina, which came out of Poltava in the 
Reichskommissariat, and published some material from it, but for the most part the articles 
on Vinnytsia were based on sources from Central and Western Europe. One article may 
have been written by a correspondent specifically sent from Krakivs'ki visti to Vinnytsia.18

Another article claimed to be a review of the press of the Vinnytsia region,19 but it is by no 
means certain that this review was based on materials actually in the possession of the edito-
rial board of Krakivs'ki visti.

The Reporting of Atrocities
The first report of the NKVD murders stated that in L'viv thousands of corpses were found in 
the prisons and on the streets with marks of torture.20 Dr. Beyer reported an initial tally: 4,000 
were shot in L'viv, 600 in Ternopil', 300 in Iavoriv. There was, he said, evidence of torture.21

As the reporting developed, the description of the atrocities grew more elaborate. A re-
port on 8 July translated from Berliner Illustrierte Nachtausgabe stated that so far 700 corpses 
had been recovered in L'viv, among them women, children, and elderly citizens. There were 
perhaps 2,000–3,000 victims in L'viv altogether. In the police presidium on Sapieha Street, 20 
Ukrainians had been locked in a narrow cell. The “Bolshevik butchers” shot at them through 
the doors with machine guns and revolvers. They finished off some of the victims with knives 
and axes. In the investigative prison on Kazymyrivs'ka Street the Chekists threw the victims, 
dead or alive, into basement cells, then locked up the doors to the cells and walled them in. 
The retreating Bolsheviks set the prison on fire to hide their crimes, but the basement cells 
remained intact and were later opened.22 According to an article translated from Völkischer 
Beobachter, “the animals in human form” ripped open the bellies of pregnant women and 
nailed the embryos to the wall.23 The torture chamber in the secret police headquarters was 
covered with bloodstains up to the ceiling.24 An unattributed report from Berlin said that 
first the victims in L'viv were crowded into cells and given little food or water. The ones 
who were buried according to this account were not shot, but instead their stomachs were 
cut open or their throats cut. Their bodies displayed marks of torture with sharp hooks. 
Some had their noses cut off, others their faces smashed in. Many victims were burned alive; 
perhaps they were thrown into boiling water. The skin was just hanging from some of the 
corpses. The torments were exacerbated by the so-called “red glove”: the victims’ arms and 
legs were placed into boiling water, then their skin was flayed from the joints to the fingers 
and toes.25 Another report on L'viv said that women had their noses and breasts cut off, their 
wombs ripped open. Priests were found with crosses carved into their chests; some were cru-
cified. Prisoners were shot in the basements and then hand grenades were thrown in. They 
were now counting 8,000 victims in L'viv.26

Similar atrocities were found elsewhere. A translation from Berliner Illustrierte 
Nachtausgabe stated that on the night of 24–25 June the Bolshevik-Jewish officials in Dubno 
shot 527 men and women and bestially stabbed infants.27 A translated article from Völkischer 
Beobachter stated that 1,500 Ukrainians were killed by machine guns in Luts'k prison. The 
executioners started shooting them with machine guns, then threw hand grenades at them, 
then finished them off with pistols.28 A correspondent from Völkischer Beobachter toured the 
citadel in Zolochiv. The ditch surrounding it was full of corpses. “Whatever could be cut off, 
the executioners cut off, whatever could be extracted or pulled out, they extracted it, pulled it 
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out.” One of the mourners pointed out his 15-year-old son among the victims. Perhaps over 
400 persons were murdered there.29 In Stryi the basements of the NKVD offices contained 
victims missing heads, arms, legs, and other parts of their bodies. A sewer there was found 
to be packed with corpses.30 In Sambir over 50 children were shot. In the prison kitchens, 
kettles were discovered with boiled human arms and legs, and the prisoners had been fed 
some strange meat since March.31 Fifteen-hundred Ukrainians were killed in Kremianets',
including eight priests and a bishop. The Bolsheviks marched the bishop naked through the 
streets to the prison. There they set fire to his beard, cut off his heels, nose, and tongue, and 
plucked out his eyes.32 In Shchyrets', a small town near L'viv, 27 Ukrainians were discovered 
buried in a stable. The bodies were without hands, legs, noses, ears.33 About 700 were killed 
in the Dobromyl' region,34 and 800 in Chortkiv.35

The first, terse report of the discovery in 1943 of a mass grave on the west side of Vin-
nytsia spoke of “about 10,000 corpses of killed Ukrainians.”36 The grave was located on what 
had once been NKVD property. The immediate impression was that the corpses originated 
from the period 1938–1941.37 More precise information was published after the major press 
campaign started. A report at that time spoke of about 30 mass graves at Vinnytsia, in which 
“Ukrainians killed by the Bolsheviks in the years 1938, 1939, and later” were buried. Investi-
gations showed that “the GPU and its Jewish oprichniki killed their victims with a shot to the 
back of the head and threw them with their hands behind their back into collective graves.”38 A 
special correspondent sent to Vinnytsia reported on the measures the perpetrators took to hide 
their activities: “With the innate refinement of Jews the NKVD was able to mask its crimes. The 
scene of the murders was surrounded by a high fence. Two dogs guarded the grounds. Anyone 
who looked inside was arrested and never heard of again. Documents on the victims said they 
were exiled to the farthest reaches of the Soviet Union without right of correspondence.”39

The most sensational information came from an interview with Professor Niilo Pe-
sonen40 conducted by Bohdan Kentrzhyns'kyi,41 identified by the newspaper as a representa-
tive of the Ukrainian Information Bureau in Helsinki. Professor Pesonen had been in Vin-
nytsia as one of the forensic experts working on the corpses. Many of the victims, he said, 
were buried alive and had swallowed earth.42 The women were “completely naked, without 
underwear. . . . We can say with certainty that the chekists, before murdering these unfortu-
nate women, threw macabre orgies with them.”43

Propaganda Value for the Ukrainian Movement
The mass murders of the NKVD in 1941 and the Vinnytsia exhumation were major media 
events for the Ukrainian movement. Ukrainians as victims of Jewish Bolshevism were pre-
sented on newsreels and in the press across Nazi-dominated Europe. Never before had the 
Ukrainian nationalists enjoyed the kind of exposure that Joseph Goebbels could orchestrate 
for them. Krakivs'ki visti frequently highlighted what foreigners were writing and saying 
about the tragic events in Ukraine.

As we have already seen, many of the reports published in Krakivs'ki visti about the 
NKVD murders were in fact translations from the most important Berlin papers. One con-
tributor wrote about the foreign press coverage of the murders:

The fortunate thing in this great misfortune is that the frightful pogroms against the Ukraini-
ans came to the attention of the entire world. The loss of tens of thousands of conscious, active 
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citizens is painful, their places won’t be filled quickly by new people, the propaganda effect 
achieved in the context of the pogroms does not stand in any relation to the losses. But since 
they have already perished only because they were conscious Ukrainians and loved Ukraine 
above all else, then we should take care that their precious blood has not been wasted; we must 
use it for the benefit of the Fatherland. . . . We must make moral capital of it for our nation.
. . . Now we have an opportunity, a sad opportunity, but nonetheless an opportunity which 
we cannot miss. For a long time the Jewish mafia in all its branches—from the Communist to 
the Masonic—has removed from the world press the word “Ukraine,” or tried to debase it by 
any means. That is why now that our national name has appeared again on the front pages of 
the great periodicals, we cannot waste this interest, even though its background is so tragic.44

Frankfurt correspondent Anatol' Kurdydyk published a survey of the German press and its 
treatment of the murders. He was gratified that German papers linked L'viv with Ukraine 
(and not Poland or Russia). The Ukrainian name “L'viv,” not “some foreign variant” (i.e., 
Lwów or L'vov) was being used in the press and newsreels. “Just two weeks ago I myself was 
afraid that no one thinks of us. But today? Everyone knows what Ukraine is and who the 
Ukrainians are, how they have written their page in blood in the history of our days.”45 The 
NKVD murders were reported in Swiss, Swedish, and American papers.46 Vasyl' Grendzha-
Dons'kyi,47 a prominent Transcarpathian writer, published an account of the crimes as re-
ported by the Slovak and Croatian press. His conclusion was: “Judeobolshevism must perish 
from the face of the earth so that not a trace of it is left.”48

According to one editorial, the reporting of the NKVD murders broke the ban which 
the Jews had placed on coverage of Bolshevik crimes. In spite of the millions who had died in 
the Bolshevik hecatombs, the editorial stated, the world knew little about it.

It is obvious why. The international kingdom of Judah has always been in one yoke with the 
Muscovite tsardom of Satan. In this case the world press, which was mainly in Jewish hands, 
maintained silence about all the horrors, while gladly publicizing all sorts of so-called Bolshe-
vik “achievements” and other lying inventions. Book publishing was also controlled by Jews. 
. . . And now the whole world witnesses [the horrors of the NKVD murders], and will believe, 
having seen it with their own eyes. We will not be surprised. For us this has been known for 
a long time. We are just convinced that over those long years nothing in the Bolsheviks has 
changed, that the Bolshevik sadists have brought their sadism to an even greater “art” and 
that Jewry continues to have the opportunity to enjoy the aroma of innocent blood and to 
abuse defenseless corpses.49

The international attention surrounding the Vinnytsia exhumation was even greater. 
On Vinnytsia Krakivs'ki visti was able to cite the German press, of course,50 but also Belgian,51

French,52 Finnish,53 Romanian,54 Bulgarian, Danish,55 and Serbian56 sources. Kurdydyk sur-
veyed the international press coverage: “And again, after a long silence, the names of Ukraine 
and Ukrainians, who have crawled bloody from the graves, fill the pages of European peri-
odicals.” “In Europe there are not many nations who could compete with them in the number 
of victims fallen in the battle against Bolshevism.” He listed Portuguese, Spanish, Romanian, 
Italian, French, Bulgarian, Dutch, Swedish, and even Turkish periodicals that were printing 
stories about Vinnytsia. “And all emphasize that the only crime of these Ukrainians was their 
love for their native land and hatred for and aversion to the monstrous Bolshevik regime.” The 
stories have printed photographs, so similar to those from L'viv in 1941.57 Ievhen Onats'kyi58

surveyed the Italian press. He omitted the details, because they were already widely known to 
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Ukrainian readers. “We just note that, as [Carlo Fettarappa] Sandri writes, at the entrance to 
the site of the exhumations the German authorities hung an appeal to the Ukrainian popula-
tion, in which among other things we read: ‘Ukrainians! Remember that your brothers who 
lie here were killed by cruel Stalin and his Jewish accomplices. . .’”59 Bohdan Osadchuk,60

another correspondent based in Berlin, reported the coverage by the German press in the 
Reich, a German-language newspaper in Bratislava, a Berlin correspondent of the Danish 
press, and a Croatian daily. Osadchuk’s article ended with a quote from the Croatian paper:

The mass graves in Vinnytsia, Chrvacki Narod states, are new proof of the politics of de-
struction that the Jews from the Kremlin have conducted among the Ukrainian people. The 
murdered Ukrainians again throw guilt on Stalin and his Jewish collaborators and summon 
the world to an implacable struggle against the Jewish-Bolshevik threat, which would like to 
bring upon Europe the same fate that the defenseless victims in Vinnytsia met.61

Krakivs'ki visti published an article translated from Broen, the Danish periodical for 
workers in Germany, which the editors said was “worthy of attention because of its approach 
to the issue and its warm attitude toward the Ukrainian people.” The article referred to “an in-
sane sadism that could only arise in the Jewish brain”: building a park with swings and dance 
floors above mass graves. The chief of the NKVD in Vinnytsia was “Major Sokolins'kyi, a 
pure-blooded Jew.” The head of the secret political division was also a Jew. Jews made up 
60 percent of the personnel of the NKVD in Vinnytsia. They occupied all the top positions, 
including director of the prison, his deputy, the director of the “Special Division for Political 
Prisoners,” and his deputy too.62

The sights at Vinnytsia were reported to have exercised a powerful effect on foreign 
visitors. On 22–23 July German arms workers from Berlin visited the exhumation site. Ex-
posure to the horrors “strengthened the long-held conviction of the Berlin workers that Bol-
shevism is the mortal enemy of humanity.” A Walloon who visited Vinnytsia was so moved 
by what he saw that he joined the Waffen-SS brigade Wallonia.63

Perhaps the most revealing moment is the interview that Kentrzhyns'kyi conducted 
with Professor Pesonen in Helsinki. It shows how easily the instrumentalization of tragic 
events can descend into kitsch. Kentrzhyns'kyi was interested in the impressions that his 
countrymen had made on the learned foreigner, and Pesonen offered all the right replies on 
cue. He stated that the Ukrainians he met in Vinnytsia “look very positive, are better dressed 
than he expected. They are distinguished by a more lively temperament than the Finns and 
other European peoples. . . .” He was especially impressed by an evening of Ukrainian folk 
songs and dances. He also praised “the excellent Ukrainian dishes” he was served in the ho-
tel. The Ukrainians emphasized to him that Ukrainians differed from the Russians “just as 
Finns do” and wanted to live a free life like other European peoples. The interviewer asked 
him how he liked the Ukrainian landscape: he “liked it very much.” The environs of Vinnyt-
sia are “very attractive.” “Everyone looks clean and well groomed.” The men have beautiful 
voices. Vinnytsia has “a truly nice theater.” “Your national costumes have great charm.”64

Ethnicizing the Victims
Ukrainian nationalists wanted to use the victims of the NKVD as moral capital to gain sup-
port for their aims, particularly an independent Ukrainian state. As Bogdan Musial put it: 
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Then as now [referring to the 1990s war in Kosovo] the principle held that the greater the 
number of victims, the more convincing the martyrs-argument. In this context it is scarcely 
surprising that the Ukrainian nationalists frequently exaggerated the number of victims of 
the Soviet massacres. Even more conspicuous is the attempt to pass off all the victims of the 
Soviets as Ukrainians.65

As Krakivs'ki visti reported the NKVD murders, all the victims were Ukrainian.66

What might have been meant as a singular exception came in a report about the executions 
in the Dobromyl' region: “Among those killed was also found a Bolshevik prosecutor.” In 
this case, the nationality of the victim was passed over in silence.67 Otherwise, the paper was 
monolithic in its presentation. A translation from Berliner Illustrierte Nachtausgabe stated 
that the victims “were no criminals, but loved their Ukrainian Fatherland and hated the 
Jewish-Bolshevik insanity.”68 In Luts'k, the paper reported, the Ukrainians, 1,500 in all, were 
singled out from a total of 4,000 prisoners and put to death.69

It is not possible to reconstruct the actual national composition of the victims, but 
the lists compiled by the NKVD itself leave no doubt as to the general picture. In L'viv, the 
nationality of the victims was mixed. The lists for L'viv have many characteristically Polish 
first names and fathers’ names and some Jewish names as well.70 Grzegorz Hryciuk esti-
mates from the NKVD lists of victims that a minimum of 25 percent of the victims in L'viv 
prisons were Polish,71 and Christof Mick writes that “up to two thirds” of the L'viv victims 
were Ukrainians.72 In some localities outside L'viv the victims were also ethnically mixed, 
for example, in Drohobych,73 and in others the overwhelming majority of the victims were 
Ukrainian, for example, in Ternopil'.74 In sum, the evidence contradicts the paper’s conten-
tion that the victims were all or with few exceptions Ukrainians.

The victims unearthed at Vinnytsia were also depicted as Ukrainians.75 There were 
only two indications that a few victims of other nationalities ended up in the mass graves. 
One report singled out categories of victims on diverse, not necessarily ethnic grounds, 
e.g., “people with connections abroad.” Another such category was “members of national 
minorities,” but the example of a national minority cited was Galician Ukrainians.76 An-
other report mentioned that an ethnic German, a driver at a collective farm, was killed 
for corresponding with his brother in Germany.77 Otherwise, again, the presentation was 
monolithic.

And again, this was factually inaccurate. The German report stated that of the 679 
identified victims, 490 were Ukrainian, 28 Polish, and 161 of unknown nationality.78 The 
Polish victims were never mentioned in Krakivs'ki visti. Also, as Ihor Kamenetsky has ob-
served, the category of unknown nationality “carries little credibility.” The victims had been 
identified by relatives (in 468 cases) and/or on the basis of documents found on their persons 
(202 cases). “It would be unusual, indeed, if the relatives of the victims had not known their 
nationalities, or if the Soviet identification documents had not mentioned it either.”79 One of 
the editors of the local Vinnytsia paper, Vinnyts'ki visti, told the Harvard University Refugee 
Interview Project that there were Russians and Jews among the corpses as well as Ukraini-
ans.80 The translator for the Germans at Vinnytsia also recorded in his memoirs that a few 
corpses were exhumed that could be indirectly identified as Jewish, but the German police 
suppressed this fact.81 Published NKVD documents also confirm that there were Jews among 
the victims.82 (The ascription of homogeneous Ukrainian nationality to the victims can also 
be found in postwar émigré publications.)83
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Krakivs'ki visti did not categorize the Vinnytsia victims by ethnicity alone. There was 
also some discussion of social class in order to demonstrate that the Bolshevik state was no 
friend of the common toiler. One of the seven categories of victim that one of the reports 
identified was farmers (khliboroby).84 A certain Dr. H. Kurz from Berlin visited the mass 
graves himself and wrote: “In the graves at Vinnytsia there are no landowners, factory direc-
tors, high officials, only the poorest workers from factories and collective farms who had no 
political influence.”85

Ethnicizing the Perpetrators
Irina Paperno has written a brilliant analysis of how the perpetrators of the Vinnytsia shoot-
ings have changed according to the political moment. During the exhumations themselves, 
the blame was placed on the Jewish NKVD. In 1959 the House Committee on Un-American 
Activities identified the perpetrator as an individual, Nikita Khrushchev, who was just then 
visiting the United States. In the postwar Ukrainian émigré press the perpetrator was “Mos-
cow,” a.k.a. the Russians. In independent Ukraine Vinnytsia has been presented as a crime 
of “Stalinism.”86

So whom did Krakivs'ki visti identify as the perpetrators of the 1941 massacres and the 
Vinnytsia shootings?

One of the earliest statements on the NKVD murders was made by Professor 
Kubijovyč,87 the head of the Ukrainian Central Committee and the person with the most 
influence on the Krakivs'ki visti milieu. He placed an editorial in the paper on 8 July un-
der the title “Before the Majesty of Innocent Blood.” He placed the blame for the murders 
squarely on the shoulders of “the eternal enemies of the Ukrainian people” (vidvichni vorohy 
ukrains'koho narodu) and called, as we shall see below, for stern retribution against them. But 
he was not explicit about whom he meant. “The eternal enemies of the Ukrainian people,” 
he wrote, “did not let pass the opportunity to vent their rage and in a bestial manner spill 
the innocent blood of thousands of defenseless sons and daughters of the Ukrainian people. 
. . . In these bloody orgies a whole league [tsila spilka] of our eternal enemies took part.”88

Kubijovyč probably had in mind a broad set of others: the Russians, Jews, and Poles.89

The Poles were omitted from the ranks of perpetrators for the rest of the time the 
newspaper reported on the murders, but Kubijovyč was probably reacting to certain passages 
in the initial reports, found in the previous issue of the paper (of 6 July; there was no issue 
on 7 July). One of these, the one communicated by Kotorovych by telephone from Berlin, 
said that the massacred Ukrainians displayed “signs of terrible bestial abuses of NKVD sa-
dists and the bestial Jewish-Polish mob.”90 In his interview, Beyer, said: “Also other elements 
[besides Jews] took part in this, in which connection it is particularly necessary to remember 
that a part of the Polish intelligentsia, under the leadership of former president Bartel,91 was 
definitely favorably disposed to the Soviets.”92 The Poles soon disappeared as perpetrators, 
but the other “eternal enemies” remained.

Russians were blamed for both the NKVD murders of 1941 and the shootings at Vin-
nytsia. In connection with the NKVD murders, the Russians were always linked with the 
Jews. Thus in Mariian Kozak’s interview with a former prisoner who survived the Luts'k
massacre, reference is made to “Muscovite-Jewish executioners.”93 Another article ascribed 
the crimes to “Muscovy,” which had now become “the kingdom of the Judeo-commune”;94

yet another blamed atheistic Muscovite Bolshevism as well as the Jews.95 An eyewitness from 
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Sambir said the shooters in the prison were “a Jew from Sambir, two Muscovite Jews, two 
Georgians, two Muscovites (moskali), and even one of our own, a Cain from the village of 
Turchynovychi, Sambir county.”96 This, incidentally, was the only mention of a perpetrator of 
Ukrainian nationality (notably a West Ukrainian). According to the testimony of many Poles, 
West Ukrainians often functioned as perpetrators, collaborating with the Soviet authorities 
in deportation actions and outright plunder during the 1939–1941 period.97 They are invis-
ible in the Krakivs'ki visti reporting as well as in representative narratives of the postwar 
Ukrainian diaspora.98 Moreover, there is some ethnic sleight of hand in the reporting regard-
ing ethnic Ukrainian perpetrators from pre-1939 Soviet Ukraine, whom the West Ukraini-
ans call Skhidniaky (Easterners). When they are victims, as in Vinnytsia, they are categorized 
as Ukrainians. When they are perpetrators, as they were in both Western Ukraine and Vin-
nytsia, they are categorized as Russians. The administration of Soviet Western Ukraine in 
1939–1941 was largely made up of Communists recruited from pre-1939 Ukraine, where, as 
a result of the extensive violent purges and need to take in new members, almost two-thirds 
of the party was composed of ethnic Ukrainians.99 Ukrainians were not a majority in the 
NKVD, but they were by no means absent from its ranks.

The most egregious example of the Muscovite/Jewish conflation came from the Ber-
lin correspondent, Kotorovych, who said the victims were “massacred by Jewish-Muscovite 
beasts from the nihilist black regiment of the five-pointed star.” He referred to a story in the 
Berliner Börsen Zeitung, which identified the perpetrators as “the Stalinist-Jewish commune,” 
“the same Jewish-Bolshevik gang” that the chief plutocrats in London and Washington were 
allied with. Other German papers, he noted, also were also calling the world’s attention to 
“the cruel-insane wildness of Muscovite-Jewish nonhumanity.” Kotorovych himself seems to 
be the author of an allegation that Stalin was about to flee the country “to his ‘democratized’ 
friend Roosevelt, where in New York millions of dollars collected over many years await him 
in the safes of Jewish banks.”100

Much of the reporting on Vinnytsia continued in the same vein: “The mass graves in 
Vinnytsia are a new, frightful proof of the system of methodical physical destruction to which 
Muscovite Bolshevism adheres. Jewish Bolsheviks and their lackeys introduced this policy of 
ruthless physical destruction in Ukraine from the first moment they came to power.”101 The 
review of the Vinnytsia regional press referred to the “Muscovite system of terror,” but also 
wrote: “Korostens'ki visti charges Churchill and Roosevelt that they delivered all Europe and 
Ukraine to the mercy of the Bolsheviks through their alliance with world Jewry.”102 Another 
article identified Bolshevism as responsible for crimes at Vinnytsia, but Bolshevism was the 
work of “the deceitful and shameless Mongol-Muscovite spirit, impregnated with the heart-
less, cruel, adroit, and sharpened Jewish intellect.”103

There were also two statements that singled out the Russians as responsible for the 
murders at Vinnytsia. One, by Mariian Kozak, who himself had earlier linked Muscovites 
and Jews, placed the emphasis on Russian imperialism. “The collective grave of Ukrainian 
victims of the mass Bolshevik terror near Vinnytsia characterizes the ways and means of 
red Moscow in respect to conquered nations and countries, that is, to those who have fallen 
victim to its expansionist foreign policy.” Kozak proceeded to survey Russian imperialism in 
relation to Ukraine during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Bolshevism, he said, as-
sumed the legacy of the old Russia, but added a messianic spirit and functioned without the 
restraints of Christian morality.104 The other statement was submitted by Ivan Lysiak (later 
known as Ivan L. Rudnytsky).105 Reflecting on the mass graves of Ukrainians murdered by 
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the Bolsheviks, he concluded that Moscow was to blame. “The Russian nation is responsible 
for having sheltered, carried to the top, and given authority into the hands of a band of inter-
national murderers. Other nations will never forgive the Muscovites for that.”106

But the dominant image of the perpetrator propagated by Krakivs'ki visti was the Jew-
ish Bolshevik. I have already, in other contexts, cited some of the passages on this subject, 
and it is not necessary to cite all of them. I provide just a few more examples to confirm the 
flavor of the reporting.

An article translated from Berliner Illustrierte Nachtausgabe said of the NKVD mur-
ders: “We lay this all to the account of the Jewish potentates in the Kremlin, whose crimes 
against the whole world will find appropriate retribution.”107 Another translation from the 
same periodical cited a Ukrainian eyewitness saying that the shootings in L'viv on the night 
of 24–25 June were perpetrated by “Bolshevik-Jewish officials,” including two Jewesses.108

After a lurid description of tortures suffered by the victims (the “red glove”), the unat-
tributed article from Berlin continued: “No one earlier could imagine that there could be 
such monsters in human form as those Jews who executed their bloody duties as execution-
ers. . . . This was done mainly by officials of the GPU, so called ‘commissars’ with a red stripe 
around their hat. These were Jews.”109

The newspaper quoted extracts from Bishop Hryhorii (Ohiichuk)’s110 anti-Semitic ser-
mons at the funerals for the Vinnytsia victims:

My dear sons! Arise from your graves and ask that bloodthirsty executioner, ‘the father of 
all toilers’—Why did you drive us into your cursed collective-farm properties and acquire 
our good grain for the dinner table of your Jews? Because of our diligent work, which we 
performed for you and for your Jews? Or maybe because we took the milk away from the lips 
of our own children so that the children of your Jews could have butter? Why are you silent? 
You are silent, because you know, you executioner, that these victims were killed for the same 
reason as Christ was killed: because of the truth!111

They died like sheep that fell into the clutches of predators. They got into Stalin’s hands, who 
used his ‘excellent’ constitution to torture millions of people to death. Millions of Soviet citi-
zens were locked into the dungeons of the NKVD and even their hands were tied behind their 
backs so that the Jewish executioners could do what they wanted with them.112

The editors alerted readers that they considered Dr. H. Kurz’s eyewitness testimony to 
be important. Kurz informed them that

here, in the headquarters of the NKVD, were Jews, as in the local stations of all other locali-
ties. . . . Everywhere here in Vinnytsia we came upon the tracks of Jews, whether it was the 
boss of the NKVD or an investigative judge or a commissar of external service. In the face 
of the Vinnytsia victims we can understand the profound hatred of the Ukrainian people to 
the Jews and to Jewish Bolshevism. Let us hope that Europe learns from this truly horrible 
example.113

It should be noted that the reporting on the Vinnytsia exhumation (23 June–29 Sep-
tember 1943) overlapped in time with the publication in Krakivs'ki visti of a series of anti-
semitic articles specially commissioned by the German authorities (25 May–11 September 
1943).114 In this series Jewish collaboration with the Bolsheviks was a frequent theme. The 
same theme had also been evident in Krakivs'ki visti’s earlier reporting (17 April–6 June 
1943) on the exhumation at Katyn of Poles killed by the Soviets.
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The image of Jews as perpetrators was exaggerated. The Germans’ translator at Vin-
nytsia, Mykhailo Seleshko, has left an account of how frustrated the German police commis-
sion was when it reconstructed the composition of the NKVD personnel in Vinnytsia and 
discovered that “among the supervisors and commissars of the NKVD there were fewer Jews 
than Muscovites.”115 (Similarly, in Latvia, where an identical propaganda campaign was being 
conducted, there was “only one person of indisputably Jewish origin” working in the NKVD 
in 1940–1941.)116 Throughout the period 1937–1945, the percentage of Jews in the NKVD 
was declining, and the percentage of Ukrainians growing.117

Although not well grounded in fact, the anti-Jewish accusations of Krakivs'ki visti were 
accompanied by a violent rhetoric of retribution, usually formulated in an open-ended way. 
Professor Kubijovyč, in his editorial on “the eternal enemies” of the Ukrainian nation, heard 
the innocent blood of the victims issuing a call for

resolute ruthlessness towards our eternal enemies, who more than once through our 
softheartedness stole into our confidence and became, indeed with our help, masters on our 
hospitable land. Of course, it is not a matter here of some sort of pagan cruelty, a base desire 
for vengeance, but only of firm justice dictated by the sacred right to defend the vital inter-
ests of our Native Nation. The innocent blood of our Victims imposes on us the irrevocable 
obligation to cleanse our Native Land of all enemy rabble and build a strong cordon against 
the enemy’s onslaught.118

Another editorial, unsigned, wrote in connection with the prison murders: “We clench our 
teeth and our fists—from this pain is born in us still greater implacability and rancor: pay 
the executioners back. . . . We know what time has come. It’s the trumpets of the cherubim, 
it’s the last judgment. The moment has come when we must say: it is now or never.”119 With 
reference to the mass graves at Vinnytsia, Krakivs'ki visti cited Vinnyts'ki visti: “Only revenge, 
cruel, ruthless revenge can pay for the death of the martyrs of our nation.”120

We can exclude the possibility that the inflammatory anti-Jewish materials published 
in Krakivs'ki visti in connection with the NKVD murders of 1941 served as an incitement 
for the pogroms that were perpetrated in Western Ukraine in late June and early July. Most 
of the pogroms occurred before Krakivs'ki visti began writing about the NKVD murders 
and blaming them on the Jews. Also, the pogroms all took place before it was even logisti-
cally possible to distribute the newspaper in the affected localities. It is clear, however, that 
the antisemitic propaganda of the paper contributed to create an atmosphere conducive to 
the mass murder of the Jews that was already underway. By the time the Vinnytsia articles 
appeared, most of the Jews of that city had been shot dead in large ditches in the open air. 
Most of the Jews of L'viv and Kraków were also dead, transported to killing centers in Bełżec 
and Auschwitz.

The pogroms were never directly mentioned in Krakivs'ki visti, but there are some 
passages that allude to them. An article about how L'viv had changed since the collapse 
of Soviet rule remarked that the Soviet bayonets and NKVD trucks had disappeared from 
the city.

Now you meet on L'viv streets smiling, happy German soldiers, whom no one fears, to whom 
on the contrary the whole population gravitates. . . . In today’s L'viv one more phenomenon 
strikes the eye: nowhere on the streets will you see Jews, with whom every corner of the city 
roiled until recently. ‘The chosen people’ have hidden in their mouse holes, afraid of the 
people’s anger and retribution for the past two years of abuse.121
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The pogroms usually began with having Jews retrieve the corpses of the victims. This 
activity is mentioned in a few accounts. After the German army entered Chortkiv, “the Jews 
began under guard to excavate the large courtyard and take corpses out of the earth.”122 An 
article translated from Völkischer Beobachter described the results of an NKVD massacre 
in an unnamed village. “The local people quickly brought the Jews, who are digging up the 
earth and finding the sadistically massacred corpses.”123 An article by the same correspondent 
to Völkischer Beobachter appeared in the next issue of Krakivs'ki visti. Again he mentioned 
an instance when the Jews were brought out for the exhumation. “As one might expect, the 
despair of the population was directed against the Jews who in their majority were employed 
as officials in Soviet offices and were precisely those who were instigating these crimes.”124

Conclusions
From this investigation of how Krakivs'ki visti reported the NKVD murders and Vinnytsia 
exhumation, it is clear that the ascription of ethnicity, the right kind of ethnicity, to both 
perpetrators and victims was important for the newspaper.

The perpetrators were categorized as Jews, most emphatically, and secondarily as Rus-
sians. Although the perpetrators were also at times mentioned without ethnic modifiers, 
identified just as Bolsheviks or the NKVD,125 this made little difference because so many 
articles ethnicized these state-associated categories, identifying Bolshevism and the NKVD 
with Jews and Russians.126 For a brief moment, even Poles were identified as perpetrators. 
Only one Ukrainian, “a Cain,” was mentioned in the role of perpetrator.

The victims, as has already been demonstrated, were presented by Krakivs'ki visti as 
almost homogeneously Ukrainian, but this was not the case, particularly with regard to the 
great massacres in L'viv in 1941. The writers and editors wanted to capitalize on the trag-
edies. They could then present the list of Ukrainian national aspirations written in the blood 
of martyrs. This was the discursive strategy adopted by some representatives of a borderlands 
people caught up in the immense violence of two large, expanding states. They denounced 
the violence of one of the states, accepted the violence of the other, and sought to use the 
violence and the rhetoric of violence to advance their own position and to injure those whom 
they perceived as their rivals or opponents.

The events of the war were to change forever the ethnic makeup of this Polish-Ukrai-
nian borderland. In 1939, when World War II broke out, the Western Ukrainian territories 
were located in a multinational state, Poland. Neither Poles nor Ukrainians were, on the 
whole, happy with this mixture of ethnicities on the same territory. Polish politicians, espe-
cially on the nationalist right, imagined that they could, over the long term, assimilate the 
Ukrainian population to Polish nationality. Many of these politicians also imagined that they 
could make conditions for the Jews uncomfortable enough to induce them to emigrate. They 
pictured an ethnically homogeneous Polish national state instead of a polity riddled with na-
tional minorities. The Ukrainians imagined a state independent of Poland or any other state. 
Ukrainians associated with the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists imagined this state as 
a “Ukraine for the Ukrainians,” ethnically pure, with neither Poles nor Jews.

In 1939 the aspirations of both the Poles and the Ukrainians were shattered by the an-
nexation of Western Ukraine to the Soviet Union. Although many Poles thought they could 
someday regain the annexed territories, they were, in fact, decisively excluded from them by 
the events of the war, deported by the Soviets and murdered by the Ukrainian nationalists. 
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Ukrainian nationalists recognized the danger that the Soviets posed to them and to their 
hopes. Many therefore fled to the German zone of occupation, where they plotted and pro-
pagandized for the nationalist cause. Those who remained at home in Galicia were murdered 
in the thousands by the Soviet state when Nazi Germany attacked.

The German invasion opened new possibilities to the Ukrainian nationalists to imple-
ment their program. The nationalists felt that if they worked closely with Germany, the state 
they wanted would find its place in Hitler’s New Europe. Although this was not something 
that the radical Nazi leadership was willing to consider, the Ukrainians had no other op-
tions. They found common ground with the Germans on several issues. Both the Ukrainian 
nationalists and the Germans were interested in the destruction of the Soviet state and the 
displacement of the Russians further to the east. Moreover, the Ukrainians’ ethnic cleans-
ing project overlapped in part with the Germans’ determination to destroy the Jews. From 
this violent context—of shattered borderlands and ethnic surgeries—the discourse which we 
have examined easily emerged.
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Communal Genocide
PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF THE DESTRUCTION 
OF BUCZACZ, EASTERN GALICIA, 1941–1944

Omer Bartov

I.
The borderlands of Eastern Europe were sites of interaction between a multiplicity of ethnic 
and religious groups. For city- and town-dwellers, as much as for villagers, living side-by-
side with people who spoke a different language and worshipped God differently was part 
of their own way of life and that of their ancestors. For many, their difference in ethnicity 
and religion from their neighbors corresponded to different positions within the socioeco-
nomic scale, and this differentiation between those with status and wealth and those living 
in poverty and subjugation created resentment and envy. As new national narratives began 
to supplement the old religious and social differentiation between groups, they also provided 
new retrospective meanings to the past and fueled a new urgency about mending the present 
in a manner that would conform to perceived historical rights and correct perceived histori-
cal injustices. In the fantasy each national movement shared, the future belonged to them,
or to no one at all. The coexistence which had been the status quo of people’s lives, with all 
its benefits and shortcomings, friction and cooperation, as well as its occasional outbursts 
of violence, came to be seen as unnatural, as a problem to be solved, often by radical social 
surgery. Cutting off unwanted, seemingly malignant and allegedly foreign elements would, it 
was said, enable the newly discovered and supposedly eternal national body to thrive.

It is, however, exceedingly difficult to understand and analyze how this transforma-
tion occurred on the ground and how it was perceived by its social protagonists. How was it 
that zones of coexistence were turned into communities of ethnic cleansing and genocide? 
To be sure, it was largely external forces, in the shape of occupying states or far-flung na-
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tional movements, that determined the general course of events and provided the ideologi-
cal impetus for population policies, mass displacement, and mass murder. But the way such 
policies and ideas were implemented on the ground had to do not only with the interaction 
between perpetrators and victims but also with the actions and interactions of the different 
local groups upon which these policies were enacted. A close look at what happened in small 
communities on Europe’s eastern borderlands provides us with much insight into the social 
dynamics of interethnic communities at times of extreme violence. Yet such a view from 
below of borderland communities also necessitates making use of records of the past often 
eschewed by historians.

This chapter makes a case for the integration of personal accounts, or testimonies, into 
the historical reconstruction of the Holocaust as documents with equal validity to more offi-
cial sources. By testimonies I mean all forms of evidence provided by individual protagonists 
in historical events. These include contemporary accounts and diaries, as well as postwar 
interviews, written, oral, audio- and video-taped testimonies, courtroom witness accounts, 
and memoirs. Such testimonies were given by people belonging to all three categories we 
have come to associate with the Holocaust and other genocides, namely, victims, perpetra-
tors, and bystanders. But to a great extent, one benefit of using materials of this kind is that 
they largely, though not entirely, undermine this very categorization.

From the point of view of the historian, the single most important benefit of using 
testimonies is that they bring into history events that would otherwise remain completely 
unknown, since they are missing from more conventional documentation found in archives, 
which are mostly written by the perpetrators or organizers of genocide. Hence personal ac-
counts can at times save events from oblivion. But they also provide a very different per-
spective on events that are known from conventional documentation. This other perspective 
has in turn two additional advantages. First, it may serve as a factual correction to official 
accounts; second, it provides the historian with a different vantage point and thereby helps 
to produce a richer and more complex—in a sense, a three-dimensional—reconstruction of 
the event as a whole. Finally, by virtue of being personal, or subjective, such testimonies pro-
vide insight into the lives and minds of the men, women, and children who experienced the 
events, and thus tell us much more than any official document about the mental landscape 
of the period, the psychology of the protagonists, and the views and perceptions of others.

Historians have traditionally been wary of using testimonies as historical evidence. 
Some have eschewed their use altogether, calling them subjective and therefore unreliable.1

Others have preferred to use only testimonies very close to the event itself and largely avoid-
ed those given decades later.2 Others still, most conventionally, use personal accounts only to 
illustrate the nature of a historical event whose reconstruction is based on seemingly more 
reliable documents culled from official archives.3 This practice, to my mind, has greatly im-
poverished our understanding of the Holocaust, as it would that of any other historical event. 
There is no reason to believe that official contemporary documents written by Gestapo, SS, 
Wehrmacht, or German administrative officials are any more accurate or objective, or any 
less subjective and biased, than accounts by those they were trying to kill. Moreover, the use 
of testimonies only as confirmation of events already known through other documentation 
condemns to oblivion events only known through testimonies. Finally, the quest to under-
stand the mentality and motivation of the perpetrators, which has already produced a small 
cottage industry, would benefit a great deal from knowing what their victims said about 
them and how they described their actions. And, of course, testimonies can tell us a great 
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deal about the lives of those subjected to German occupation and the relations between the 
different ethnic groups that came under German rule.

As noted, some historians have argued that testimonies, if used at all, are more reliable 
the closer they are to the time of the event. Those given decades later are said to be suspect 
both because of the eroding effects of time on memory and because of the cumulative influ-
ence of other forms of representation and commemoration that mold the content and form 
of an individual’s recollection. There is of course some truth to this argument. But anyone 
who has worked with large numbers of testimonies will know that there are two major quali-
fications to this assertion. First, that especially in the case of those who survived as young 
teenagers or even children—that is, those most likely to have still been alive six decades lat-
er—their experience in the Holocaust could often be recounted in full only after they reached 
greater maturity, thanks to the healing effects of time on their traumatized souls, and only 
long after rebuilding their lives and establishing new families. Second, that in some, though 
not all cases, testimonies given decades after the event do in fact have all the freshness and 
vividness of a first account that one may find in some early postwar testimonies. This makes 
particular sense in cases where the memory of an event was kept sealed inside the mind and 
never exposed to the light of day; without telling and retelling there is much less contamina-
tion by the “noise in the system” of external discourse and representation.

Many such “memory-boxes” were finally unlocked and opened up due to the advanc-
ing age of the witnesses and their desire to leave a record of events, whether simply to their 
own children and (especially) grandchildren, or more generally to posterity, at a cultural 
moment that many experienced as more attuned to listening (indeed, it has been designated 
by one scholar “the era of the witness”).4 Such testimonies are also strongly motivated by the 
urge to recall and inscribe in memory and history the names of the murdered that would 
otherwise sink into total oblivion with the passing of the witness, and at times also to record 
the names and actions of long-forgotten perpetrators, collaborators, and especially rescuers. 
Hence such testimonies contain much of the clarity and emotional impact of accounts given 
immediately in the wake of the events.

There has been, of course, a great deal of writing about testimonies as a form of memo-
ry, as a confrontation with trauma, a literary device, a means to gain insight into the psychol-
ogy of survivors, or even as a therapeutic tool.5 But what I am arguing for is that testimonies 
are also historical documents of invaluable importance that have been grossly underused by 
historians, especially in the case of the Holocaust, and despite the fact that this is an histori-
cal event that has produced a vast amount of such materials. Clearly, personal accounts do 
not tell a single story, and are full of contradictions, errors, misjudgments, and untruths—no 
less so than any other document. They should be treated with the same care and suspicion 
as any other piece of evidence pulled out of an archive, but also with the same respect, as yet 
another more or less important piece in the puzzle of the past. That they are concerned with 
traumatic events should not deter us from using them; quite to the contrary, the nature of 
those events must indicate to us that we would never be able to fathom them without making 
full use of the accounts of those who experienced them.

Integrating all these materials into a single text is clearly a difficult and complex under-
taking. What one quickly realizes is that apart from such matters as chronology and geogra-
phy—and not always even then—different protagonists saw and remembered the same event 
quite differently. Indeed, from the most elementary optical perspective, they did, since they 
were, so to speak, standing at different places, and because no two individuals can see the 
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same event with precisely the same eyes. But beyond the optical perspective, such differences 
in view emanate from the fact that each person played a different role in the event. This, in 
turn, has also determined the manner in which they remembered it and in which they were 
willing or able to recall it in words or in writing.

There is, of course, nothing unique in this condition of historical documentation. 
Herodotus and Thucydides, whose different methods of treating their sources still guide us 
today, were already aware of this conundrum. The use of testimonies makes it more difficult 
to say what precisely happened at a given place and time; testimonies tell us more—perhaps 
more than we would like to know—about what happened, and they tell us that different 
people experienced and in some cases remembered and recorded the same events differently. 
We may decide to deliver a verdict on what actually happened on the basis of our documen-
tation; or we may prefer to say that we are unable or unwilling to determine precisely what 
occurred and can simply report several versions or points of view.

Clearly, there are limitations to this kind of documentation. To my mind, testimonies 
can be most profitably used on two conditions. First, one must collect a critical mass of 
them, rather than relying on merely a few, if that is at all possible—although I would still 
argue that even a single testimony that “saves” an event from historical oblivion should and 
must be used. Second, such testimonies gain immensely from being focused on one locality 
and a relatively limited span of time and cast of characters. Within such a context, one can 
much more easily cross-check many testimonies that recount the same events from different 
perspectives, as well as integrate these individual perspectives into a historical reconstruc-
tion that uses all other available kinds of documentation. In the case of the Holocaust this 
would mean especially official reports by police, military, and civil administrations, as well as 
postwar trials and, finally, scholarly secondary literature.

One last issue cannot be avoided. The use of testimonies of trauma is a very difficult ex-
ercise for the historian. It is first of all difficult psychologically because these accounts almost 
invariably reveal aspects of human nature that one would rather not hear or know about. 
They are, in that sense, traumatizing. They may also undermine our trust in the historian’s 
craft itself, since it is ultimately based on rationalist and Enlightenment values, on the alleged 
ability to divine the truth of the past and to identify humanity’s progress and improvement. 
Testimonies also make it very difficult to retain the necessary detachment from the material; 
in other words, they may hamper the practice of the methods and undermine the philo-
sophical assumptions that have come to be associated with good scholarly writing since the 
birth of the modern historical profession.

This is possibly the more profound reason for the reluctance of many historians to 
use testimonies. In other words, historians want to protect their own psychology from the 
damage they fear might be caused by, and to protect their profession from the undermin-
ing potential of, such testimonies. Yet these accounts are about an event that itself posed the 
greatest challenge to the values and methods on which the work of historians still bases itself 
today. These testimonies emanate from the very heart of that historical moment and site of 
darkness, and because they recount a historical event, they too are part of the historical re-
cord, perhaps the most crucial part of all.

Historians cannot escape the event and its implications for them as historians, as in-
dividual human beings, and as members of humankind, simply by leaving these accounts to 
gather dust in crumbling boxes. Historians need to face this challenge and cope with it as best 
they can. After all, these are accounts by individuals who were determined that what they ex-
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perienced and saw and remembered would not be forgotten. Historians have largely betrayed 
these witnesses. By now the vast majority of them are dead. But their recorded accounts can 
and should still be used, not merely in order to respect those who left them behind, but in 
order to set the historical record straight.

In what follows, I will use testimonies by residents of the Eastern Galician town of 
Buczacz and by people who spent some time there during the German occupation, in order 
to explore some aspects of death and survival in an interethnic town at a time of genocide. 
In this region, the majority of the rural population was Ukrainian, while Poles and Jews 
constituted the majority of town and city dwellers. It belonged to Poland in the interwar 
period, was occupied by the Soviet Union in 1939–1941, and was ruled by the Germans in 
1941–1944. My general argument here is that one of the central questions of historical re-
search on the Holocaust in Eastern Europe—namely, the impact of local interethnic relations 
on the genocide of the Jews—must be analyzed through a close reading of testimonies by the 
protagonists in these events. I further suggest that this can be accomplished especially by 
examining a wide range of testimonies from a geographically limited locality.

I also make several more specific points based on these testimonies: first, that much 
of the gentile population in this region both collaborated in and profited from the genocide 
of the Jews. Second, I argue that most of the few Jews who survived the genocide in this area 
were helped by their gentile neighbors for a variety of reasons, which included both greed 
and altruism. Third, I suggest that the distinction between rescue and denunciation was often 
blurred and at times nonexistent, as was the distinction between perpetrators and victims; 
and that the category of bystander in these areas was largely meaningless, since everyone 
took part in the events, whether they suffered or profited from them. Fourth, I note that what 
we call the Holocaust and associate largely with mass-murder facilities and gas chambers was 
played out more intimately as communal massacres in vast parts of Eastern Europe, where 
the majority of Jews lived and were murdered. Finally, I point out that crucially important 
events—such as the otherwise sparsely documented chaotic and extraordinarily violent dis-
integration of the German occupation of this region in spring and summer 1944—have sim-
ply vanished from the historical record because such testimonies have not been used.

I begin with an examination of testimonies on collaboration, betrayal, and denuncia-
tion, and then proceed to analyze evidence of rescue and resistance. However, as will become 
clear, there is both a fair amount of overlap between these categories and a degree of inner 
contradiction depending on the nature, timing, and audience of eyewitness reports.

II.
Approximately half of those murdered in the Holocaust perished in ghettos and mass execu-
tions at or near their places of residence, in open-air, often public events. Of the 500,000 Jews 
living in Eastern Galicia in 1941, more than 90 percent of whom were murdered, half were 
deported to the extermination camp of Bełżec and half shot in situ. Even when the shootings 
were conducted in slightly more isolated forests or cemeteries, the brutal roundups, or Ak-
tionen, which were accompanied by a great deal of gratuitous violence, took place in public 
view. Killing sites were frequently close enough for the shots to be heard by other residents. 
In most cases locally recruited auxiliary troops and policemen actively participated.

Such spectacles, rarely portrayed in any detail in official documentation or postwar 
historiography, are amply documented in contemporary diaries, postwar testimonies, court-
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room witness accounts, and memoirs. These eyewitness reports shed new light on inter-
ethnic coexistence and violence in Eastern Europe, and reveal both the peculiarities of the 
Holocaust and its affinity to other instances of modern genocide. Because the Holocaust in 
Eastern Europe was often experienced as a communal massacre, it left a deep and lasting im-
print on all surviving inhabitants of these localities. In much of Central and Western Europe, 
the Jews were “simply” deported to the “East,” and the few who returned rarely recounted 
their experiences or found willing listeners for many years thereafter. Conversely, the peoples 
of Eastern Europe, Jews and gentiles alike, were direct witnesses to and protagonists in a 
genocide that became an integral, routine, almost “normal” feature of daily life during the 
war, whether it targeted or spared or was exploited by them.6

It bears stressing what this “normality” of communal genocide literally meant. For in 
Eastern Europe large numbers of Jewish victims were slaughtered in front of family mem-
bers, friends, and colleagues, in the cemeteries where their ancestors were buried, on the for-
ested hills where they had strolled with lovers or picnicked with children, in the synagogues 
where they had prayed, in their own homes and farms and cellars.7 Many postwar inhabit-
ants of former Jewish property retained vivid recollections of the previous owners and the 
circumstances of their murder. This too is a characteristic of communal massacre, which is 
almost the exact inverse of the industrial killing in the extermination camps. Communal 
massacre devastates lives and warps psyches. It belies the very notion of passive bystanders: 
everyone becomes a protagonist, hunter and prey, resister and facilitator, loser and profiteer. 
Often, in the course of events, people come to play more than one role. And the resulting 
sorrow and shame, self-deception and denial, still infuse the way in which people remember, 
speak, and write about that past.

Nothing demonstrates these aspects of the Holocaust more clearly than testimonies. 
They expose its intimate, personally devastating effects as much as they reveal the opportuni-
ties it presented for greed and violence. Most important, testimonies repeatedly illustrate that 
even in the midst of the horror there was always a measure of choice, and that such choices 
could and did save lives and redeem souls. In these conditions, claims of indifference and 
passivity are meaningless: for what does it mean to remain indifferent to the murder of your 
classmates under your own windows, or to the sound of shots and screams from the nearby 
forest? What is the meaning of passivity when you move into a home vacated by your neigh-
bors whom you have just heard being executed, when you eat with their silverware, when you 
tear out their floorboards to look for gold, when you sleep in their beds?

Interviewed 60 years after the Holocaust, some non-Jewish residents of Buczacz could 
still remember the events they witnessed during the war. They recalled seeing “how the Hit-
lerites committed crimes against the Jews . . . how those people dug their own graves . . . 
how they buried them alive . . . and how the ground was moving over the people who were 
still not dead.”8 The Germans, recalled another witness,9 conducted regular roundups, after 
which “we could see . . . corpses of women, men and children lying on the road . . . infants 
. . . [thrown] from balconies onto the paved road . . . lying in the mud with smashed heads 
and spattered brains. . . . We could hear machine-gun fire” from the nearby killing site.10 Yet 
such witnesses also describe relations between local Jews and non-Jews in positive terms. 
“Our people,” says one, “Ukrainians and Poles alike—tried to help them however they could. 
They made dugouts in the ground, and the Jews hid there. Secretly people would bring food 
to those dugouts. . . . We pitied those people, for they were beaten, always scared for their 
lives and never knowing what would happen to them next.”11 Another reported that although 
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“the local people were very careful about associating with the Jews . . . others did help, but 
very cautiously.”12

Jewish witnesses interviewed at about the same distance of time provide a different 
perspective. Stories of local collaboration and denunciation, at times by the very people who 
had been hiding Jews, are a frequent feature of such accounts. Anne Resnik’s family bunker 
was betrayed by the barber whose shop was over it, and much of her family was murdered. 
Her sister was shot shortly before the first liberation by “the same people that were pretend-
ing to hide” her.13 Regina Gertner’s sister was also denounced by a Polish neighbor and killed 
just before the end of the occupation.14 Yitzhak Bauer and other witnesses reported that the 
Polish dogcatchers Nahajowski and Kowalski specialized in discovering Jews and handing 
them over to the Germans.15

The sense of betrayal runs deep many decades later. John Saunders, who had non-Jew-
ish friends in school, remarked: “during the war you started to discover that they hate your 
guts . . . they didn’t want to help us.”16 Robert Barton also had gentile friends. He assumed 
a Polish identity during the war. The Germans, he noted, “could not tell who the Jew is and 
who is a Polack . . . [but] the Polacks . . . used to say . . . you look like a Jew, you talk like a Jew, 
you walk like a Jew.”17 Jacob Heiss remembered local Ukrainians on horseback chasing and 
killing Jewish children.18

Similar observations can be found in a multitude of Jewish accounts written during 
the war, in its immediate aftermath, and throughout the following decades. Arie Klonicki 
wrote in his diary in 1943: “The hatred of the immediate surroundings . . . knows no 
boundaries. Millions of Jews have been slaughtered and it is not yet satiated!”19 He and 
his wife were denounced and murdered shortly thereafter. Joachim Mincer wrote in his 
diary in 1943 that “executions in the prison yard” were carried out “mainly [by] Ukrai-
nian policemen.” “The main perpetrator,” he wrote, “was an individual by the name of 
Bandrowski. He liked to shoot Jews on the street.” Mincer was also killed soon thereaf-
ter.20 Izio Wachtel recounted that in July 1941, after the Soviets retreated from his town of 
Czortków and “even before the Germans entered, the Ukrainians arrived at the town with 
. . . axes and scythes and other instruments and slaughtered and killed and robbed the 
Jews. With the arrival of the Germans the wild killing ceased and the murder by orders 
began.”21

Stories of false rescue are especially striking in this context. Shulamit Aberdam re-
called in 1998 that “a Polish woman . . . suggested . . . [to] hide me.” Her mother refused. 
“After the war we heard that the Polish woman had taken another girl, and after getting all 
the money handed her over to the Germans.” Aberdam’s family was ejected time and again by 
rescuers who robbed them, down to their last belongings.22 Fannie Kupitz, who survived as a 
girl by living with Ukrainians and often posing as one, commented in 1994: “They were good 
to me but they killed others.”23 As she told me in 2002, her German labor supervisor was 
fooled into thinking she was Ukrainian and wanted to send her to Germany to his wife.24 The 
locals, on the other hand, could not easily be fooled, and the 13-year-old Fannie “just decided 
to go on my own. . . . I always was afraid; I only wished I would get a bullet in my back. . . . I
. . . used to envy the people that were already dead, I used to envy when I saw a dog that is free 
and not afraid.”25 When she met a Ukrainian she knew in the forest, “he said to me, ‘Oh, you 
are still alive?’” But his wife took her in for a while. Later her rescuers returned from church 
citing the priest’s words: “Whoever has Jews, let them go, don’t keep them!” Shortly afterward 
she was denounced and fled into the forest.
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Girls, especially if they did not look Jewish, had a better chance of surviving than boys. 
But they were also targets of sexual abuse, rarely referred to directly in testimonies but often 
present in more subtle ways. One truck driver took Fannie into the forest. “He says to me, 
‘You probably had a husband.’ And I was so afraid, I was pulling my hair, I was breaking my 
fingers, I was crying, I said, ‘No, I don’t have a husband and I am very young,’ I said. ‘Maybe 
you have a daughter and somebody would do this to your daughter and what would you 
do?’” He then left her in the forest and drove away.

Similarly, the 1945 testimony by the 13-year-old Rosa Brecher, who was hidden by Pol-
ish and Ukrainian women on a farm, reveals sheer terror from her main protector’s brother-
in-law, Hryń, a drunk and a collaborator: “Hryń came to the attic. . . . He hugged me and 
. . . [asked if] I was once before in German hands and faced death . . . and whether I was 
a communist. [He said] he would go to town to take part in the Aktion. At that moment I 
didn’t want to live any longer . . .” On another occasion, “Hryń climbed up to the attic. . . . 
He was very drunk . . . and he asked who was my father and what organization [my parents] 
belonged to . . .” Then again, “At midnight . . . [Hryń] climbed up to the attic and grabbed 
me by the neck but I managed to scream and began to beg him to let me go. He said give me 
1,000 . . . [or] I will denounce you.” Rosa recounts that she made “a hole in the roof [of the 
attic] and . . . looked at the chickens [in the yard] and thought that soon I would be free.”26

Much of the violence was about greed. Fannie observed how seven of her relatives 
were discovered by Ukrainian police: “They knew these people . . . they told them . . . ‘We are 
not going to do nothing to you, just give us whatever you have, and we will let you go.’ They 
gave them everything, [and] when they went out, everyone separately [got] a bullet in the 
head.”27 Some young Jews tried to prevent this kind of killing or denouncing for profit. Alicia 
Appleman-Jurman recounted in 1996 how her brother’s small resistance group “burned the 
farmer’s barn or beat the farmers up . . . as . . . retaliation, so that . . . people . . . who were 
hiding Jews should get a message that you can’t just betray them [for money].” Eventually her 
brother too “was betrayed by a Polish boy who was . . . helping out” and was hanged in the 
local police station. Not long after, Alicia herself, who was just 12 years old, was arrested and 
registered by a Ukrainian police official, “my friend Olga’s father . . . who,” before the war, 
“said he loved me like a daughter.” On the eve of the liberation her mother was shot right in 
front of her after they were denounced by their Polish building supervisor.28

Toward the end of the German occupation, the region slipped into total chaos, and 
the few surviving Jews were at the mercy of greedy peasants, antisemitic Ukrainian militias, 
Nazi murder squads, and local bandits of all descriptions. There is very little reliable official 
documentation on these last months and weeks of the war in Western Ukraine, but many 
vivid and terrifying testimonies. This is a history that can largely be told only on the basis of 
these accounts. It has some surprising twists and turns.

One striking account of these days was written in 1947 by the 17-year-old Eliasz Chal-
fen. This testimony implicates the Ukrainian police commander in Buczacz, Volodymyr 
Kaznovs'kyi, for taking an active part in the first mass execution there as early as 28 August 
1941,29 and goes on to describe many other roundups, in which “the Gestapo, with the help 
of the Ukrainian police, was trying to find hidden bunkers,” and “our neighbors plundered 
[Jewish homes], taking everything they could,” as well as collecting “valuables, gold teeth, 
etc.,” from the thousands of victims of mass executions near the town. By the time of the 
chaos that preceded the German retreat, reports Chalfen, the “peasants . . . were murdering 
Jews, taking their belongings and leaving the naked victims in the fields. . . . The Ukrainian 
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bandits . . . would go . . . to the houses that had been pointed out to them as hiding Jews . . . 
and immediately execute them. . . . Denouncing of Jews at that time,” concludes Chalfen, 
“reached unprecedented levels, and the peasants themselves started murdering and chasing 
them out” for fear of Ukrainian nationalists.30

Ester Grintal testified in 1997 how as an 18-year-old at the time she tried to survive on 
a forced-labor farm: “The Ukrainian militia would pass through and . . . we would . . . hide in 
the toilet and count the shots knowing by that how many people were killed.” As the Soviets 
came closer, “Cossacks and others who had collaborated with the Germans” appeared in the 
area. “They had never seen so many Jews, so they began murdering them. They did not have 
enough guns so they hanged people, or killed them with axes, etc. They came to our camp 
with some collaborators from the village. They locked [us] in an empty barn. . . . They began 
beating us. . . . They shot a line of people with one bullet . . . but the bullet didn’t reach me. 
Again I was put in a line, and again the bullet didn’t kill me. So they began killing people with 
knives. I was stabbed three times.” Even the German military doctor who examined her a few 
days later said, “What did the Ukrainian swine do to you?”31

Yoel Katz, also 17 at the time, recalled in 1995 that when the inmates of his labor camp 
were struck by a typhus epidemic just before the liberation, the peasants called the police to 
kill them, surrounded the camp, and shouted: “All the children out, we are going to kill you!” 
Some were killed with axes; others put in a row and shot with a single bullet. The Ukrainians, 
he reports, “were very hard. . . . The Germans who came from the front protected us from the 
Ukrainians until the Russians came.”32

Who would help and who would not was often entirely unpredictable. Joe Perl, who 
was 13 years old at the end of the occupation, testified in 1996 that he and his mother were 
hidden by a Ukrainian nationalist who was actually in charge of killing Jews and Poles.33 Ed-
zia Spielberg-Flitman, liberated at the age of 14, recalled in 1995 how her aunt and cousins 
were axed to death on the day the Red Army pulled out in July 1941 by a group of Ukrainians 
who included the children’s female teacher. Conversely, her mother was saved from being 
murdered in a village by her female German friend. They were eventually hidden by a “poor 
farmer with a wife and four children.” The peasant woman said to them: “It doesn’t matter 
how long it takes, we will share our bread and potatoes with you.” Yet the peasant who hid 
Edzia’s relatives betrayed them and they were murdered by Ukrainian policemen.

What is curious about these last months and weeks of the occupation is that according 
to Jewish testimonies, the Jews often ended up being protected from Ukrainian militias and 
bandits by German army and administrative officers. Edzia, for instance, worked for a while 
as a washerwoman for a German army unit with a group of Ukrainian girls. When one of 
the girls denounced her as a Jew, the local German commander took Edzia, her 6-year-old 
brother, and her mother to safety: “And he left, and he then turned back with his horse one 
more time and he says, ‘I hope you all live well.’” Edzia was “very happy to get away from 
the Ukrainians because they had pogroms after the war. . . . They were so brutal. I think they 
were worse than the Germans. . . . They left a big scar upon me. . . . I would say 80 percent [of 
my family] were killed by the Ukrainians who were our friends.”34

The much older Mojżesz Szpigiel left a testimony of these events in 1948 at the age 
of 49. His is a relentless account of mayhem and brutality in the last months of the occupa-
tion. When the forced-labor farm where he and his family worked was liquidated in 1943, 
they hid in the forest, where “we were attacked by peasants. The Ukrainians began to catch 
people, torture them, take their money.” Szpigiel’s father and his two nephews were killed by 
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a Ukrainian. Returning to the farm, they found that all inmates who fell ill from the rampant 
epidemics were killed by the Ukrainian police.

In January 1944 Ukrainian militiamen murdered most of the surviving 120 Jews in the 
farm, including Szpigiel’s 14-year-old son. Szpigiel writes: “It is important to state that this 
killing was not a German action, that it was performed by Ukrainian policemen and bandits.” 
Szpigiel and other survivors protested to the German administrator, but most of the few sur-
vivors were butchered with knives and pitchforks in yet another bandit attack just before the 
liberation. Szpigiel describes “the child orphans . . . stacked up in a pile . . . victims . . . lying 
with open guts. . . . Everybody,” he remarks, “said they would rather die from a German bullet 
than from a bandit’s knife.” When the German administrator left, “The Jews earnestly cried.” 
But the new commander, a young German army officer, said to them: “As long as I am here, 
nothing will happen to you.” Indeed, when Ukrainian policemen attacked the last remaining 
Jews, reports Szpigiel, a German “major . . . went [there] with his aide and hit one policeman 
on the head with his revolver, threw them out and ordered them to leave immediately.”35

The 15-year-old Izaak Szwarc reported on these same events shortly after the war. He 
recalled that at the labor camp, “the peasants . . . wanted roundups to take place so that they 
could rob the Jews. . . . The village head forbade the peasants to give us food. The peasants 
organized nightly guards around the camp so that the Jews could not escape. . . . The peasants 
supervised our work, they beat us, did not give us any water.” When the camp was liquidated, 
“the peasants brought out hidden Jews. . . . In the forests Jews were attacked by bandits, and 
the peasants did not let us in.” Under these conditions, the Jews “went to a village where 
the Germans were. We were safer there from the bandits. . . . We sensed that the peasants 
intended to remove us as witnesses to their crimes.” On the eve of the liberation, as the Hun-
garian soldiers stationed in his village retreated, “the Vlasov-soldiers [former Soviet troops 
serving in the Wehrmacht] arrived. . . . They did not have any guns, only cold weapons. They 
murdered all the Jews they caught. . . . It was impossible to stay in the villages. The peasants 
organized roundups of Jews, killed them, discovered bunkers. Even those Jews who were 
hidden in bunkers at peasants’ farms were killed by their hosts. The Jews began to gather in 
Tłusty. The [German commander] . . . promised that the Jews would not be harmed. 300 Jews 
gathered there . . . On 23 March the Soviets arrived.”36

Rene Zuroff was only 7 years old when she was liberated. In 1995, she recalled round-
ups in which she and her 3-year-old sister would lie in the bunker and hear “the Germans 
. . . screaming, ‘Juden, Juden raus, raus!’ and . . . the Ukrainians and the Poles . . . calling 
‘żyd, żyd!’” and then the “bloodbath in your house, outside the door, in the street, bodies 
everywhere.” Her last recollections of the Holocaust are the most terrifying. She remembers: 
“We were hiding in the forest and our shelter was a field of tobacco. . . . One night we heard 
terrible screaming and curses in Ukrainian and running, there was a whole massacre; the 
Ukrainian militia came at night hunting out the Jews from the woods. . . . [They] were chas-
ing the Jews with dogs and we heard this rampage and started running for our lives . . . we 
were running blindly . . . and it was the scariest thing I can remember: we saw dismembered 
bodies, bodies without heads, and we saw death all around us; so that was my nightmare in 
the tobacco fields and forest.”

Rene and her family were rescued by wretchedly poor Polish peasants; the Poles by 
then were also being massacred by Ukrainian nationalists. They hid in a hole in a “barn . . . 
full of rats and other vermin . . . and when the animals urinated the urine would spill into the 
hole.” But “the old Polish woman was truly a saintly and wonderful human being who risked 
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her life and that of her daughters. She gave us seven . . . pierogi . . . on Sunday, once a week 
we got food and very little in-between.”

When she returned to Buczacz in July 1944, Rene was not given to compassion: “I was 
a little girl and we would go for our entertainment to the hangings . . . of collaborators . . . 
in the town square . . . we were totally happy to go to our daily hangings.” She came to the 
United States in 1950, majored in foreign languages, married in 1962, and has two children, 
one of whom is a rabbi in Israel. She suffers from neuroses, hates the dark, doesn’t like to be 
surrounded by people, and has to sit at the end of every table, “for a quick escape.” She does 
not “have a great deal of . . . trust and confidence in people.”37

III.
The testimonies cited above should demonstrate the importance of such eyewitnesses for re-
constructing the typical experience of Jewish victims, especially survivors, in the small towns 
of Eastern Galicia, and by extension in much of the rest of Eastern Europe. These accounts 
also provide much insight into the psychological conditions that predominated during this 
period and thus help us understand both patterns of behavior at the time and the long-term 
effects of these events. In other words, these testimonies are crucial to any analysis of the 
mental makeup and resilience of those who endured the Holocaust and the effects of trauma 
on memory, recollection, and witnessing.38

Nonetheless, the picture sketched above remains incomplete without more substantial 
reference to rescue, resistance, and intra-communal conflict. Relatively rare in the record as a 
whole, rescue features prominently in testimonies, even as they recount numerous instances 
of betrayal and denunciation. If rescue was exceptional overall, it was a much more common 
experience for those survivors on whose testimonies we must rely. Indeed, the memories 
of most protagonists have remained ambivalent on precisely this score: they lay blame and 
assert humaneness, expose betrayal and recall altruism and sacrifice. Accounts by non-Jews 
often repress or marginalize Christian complicity and collaboration, while underscoring help 
and compassion, and in some cases blaming victims for their own fate. Jewish testimonies, 
quite apart from shifting uneasily between bitterness about the treachery of neighbors and 
gratitude for rescue by the righteous few, also flicker between repressing evidence of Jew-
ish collaboration and corruption, and expressing profound rage and derision vis-à-vis those 
identified with the Judenrat and the Jewish police. Finally, compassion by Germans, per-
haps precisely because of their local omnipotence, appears in such accounts as the strongest 
evidence for the possibility of choice and the potential for goodness even in the midst of 
genocide.

Choice constitutes the moral core of any discussion of mass murder; it also retains 
an underlying psychological dimension for those directly impacted by such events and for 
later generations.39 Evidence of choice threatened to expose and shame those whose alibi 
for complicity was the alleged lack of an alternative. But instances of altruism, however few, 
provide flashes of light in what would have otherwise remained a period of utter darkness. 
Such glimmers of humanness, faint and far between though they might have been, should 
not be removed from the historical record. They should be recounted because they occurred; 
they should be remembered because they give us hope; and they should be contextualized 
because they serve to highlight the far more prevalent phenomena of glee and greed, com-
plicity and collaboration, violence and cruelty. And there can be no more reliable evidence 
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for gentile help, rescue, and sacrifice during the Holocaust than that derived from the testi-
monies of Jewish survivors.

Especially for children, survival depended on a combination of luck and the help of 
others, whether motivated by kindness or prospects of material gain. Safah Prüfer, a little 
girl from Buczacz interviewed soon after the liberation, recalled that her father “handed me 
and my little brother to a peasant we knew in our town.” But following “a terrible Aktion
. . . daddy built a hiding-place in the forest. . . . One day the Ukrainian police arrived and 
shot everybody, only I alone survived. From that day on I began to fight for my existence on 
my own. I wandered alone for seven months, unable to find any shelter; then finally the Red 
Army liberated us.”40

It is inconceivable that such a small girl could have survived the long winter without 
some help from the locals, however grudging. Non-Jews often claimed that such help was of-
fered quite willingly. A Polish resident of Buczacz related in 2003 that during the war a young 
woman came running to her with a baby, “crying and exhausted. . . . At my own risk I hid 
them in the attic of the cowshed. . . . I fed that little girl from my own breast . . . and I shared 
my own food with that woman.” She stressed that this was not “the only case. I tried to help 
[the Jews] however I could, and my husband never objected.”41

We do not know what eventually happened to that baby, though in all likelihood 
it did not survive. Conversely, Emil Skamene, raised as a Christian in Prague, was in fact 
born to the Kleiner family in Buczacz in 1941, “in a cellar of a Ukrainian peasant, who was 
hiding my parents.” In desperation, Emil’s father wrote his sister in Prague, begging her to 
rescue the baby. She in turn sent Rudolph Steiger, a German with “some function in the SS” 
who, for a fee, brought the 18-month-old baby “in a backpack . . . over two days . . . [on] 
the train” to Prague. Not long thereafter the peasant murdered Emil’s parents as a means 
to get his hands on their valuables. Emil discovered his true identity only decades later; he 
subsequently also found out that both his adoptive parents were Jews. As he sees it, he owes 
his life to the fact that “it was very important for some people that I should survive.” Even 
Steiger, who “originally did it for money,” grew attached to the boy, becoming a regular guest 
at his birthday parties. His goodness paid off, since “as an SS official . . . [he] would have 
likely been killed by Czechs after the war,” had it not been for “an affidavit from my parents.” 
Steiger, concludes Emil, “lived . . . his life basically in exchange for this unbelievable act of 
heroism.”42

Some older children adopted a false identity, a precarious choice in a society replete 
with stereotypes and prejudices. The 10-year-old Genia Weksler testified in 1946 that she 
spent the last months of the occupation in a Polish village with her mother and sister: “I 
grazed cattle. . . . In the house they often talked about Jews. ‘Jews are cheaters.’ . . . The chil-
dren always played . . . ‘manhunt’ on Jews. . . . We lived as Poles until the liberation. I was 
often told that I have Jewish eyes, Jewish black hair. I answered that if ‘You take a closer look 
it is possible that I’m completely Jewish.’”43 Bronia Kahane, who was 10 when the Germans 
invaded in 1941, was initially hidden with her mother by a Ukrainian peasant who felt loyalty 
to her grandfather, even though his own son was a concentration camp guard. They were also 
saved from an execution by an Austrian SS-man thanks to her mother’s excellent German 
and a $10 bill. But in spring 1944 she lost her entire family and began working as a farmhand. 
She lived in a house filled with Jewish goods looted by the owner’s son, and was told by her 
employer: “You do everything like a Jew.” When she returned to Buczacz after the liberation, 
Bronia “spoke only Ukrainian. . . . I forgot everything.” She found the few surviving Jews 
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terrified of being attacked: “I never went back to my house . . . because they said . . . ‘They’re 
going to kill you.’”44

Aliza Golobov, who was 14 when the Germans invaded, was also first saved by a Ger-
man soldier, who hid her family during an Aktion in 1942. Although she was denounced sev-
eral times, and similarly lost her entire family, Aliza was rescued by a number of Ukrainians 
and acquaintances of her father’s in the town of Stanisławów. The lawyers Dr. Volchuk and 
Mr. Krochmichek, the latter’s father, a priest, and a police inspector provided her with false 
papers and protected her until the liberation, receiving no compensation and at great risk to 
their own and their families’ lives.45 Hilda Weitz, who was also 14 in 1941, was sheltered by 
a Ukrainian family from Buczacz, despite the fact that “they were . . . very nationalistic” and 
that “two of the brothers were drafted to German army.” She and her younger brother were 
later hidden by a blacksmith’s family in a “very rough antisemitic town.” The man, his wife, 
and their child eventually fled the village, “because they were afraid they will come to . . . look 
for Jews.” Hilda and her brother were left alone: “I remember the light looked so beautiful, 
the sun, the nature, I said, ‘Oh my God, life is so beautiful, but we will never see it anymore.’ 
I thought this was our last day . . .”46 Shortly thereafter the Soviets arrived.

In some cases love, passion, and loyalty also played a role. The 16-year-old Zofia Pollak 
jumped off a train headed to the Bełżec extermination camp near the town of Rawa Ruska, 
only to be arrested by the Polish policeman Smola, an ethnic German. He said to her: “You 
are so young . . . and so pretty, you shouldn’t be killed.” He took care of Zofia for six weeks. 
“He was really in love with me. . . . But he was a married man. And his wife and two children 
was on vacation.” When his wife returned Smola sent Zofia back to her father and brother in 
Buczacz. She survived much of the remainder of the war thanks to the good will of a Polish 
work supervisor on the agricultural farm in which the father, a former estate manager, was 
employed. Almost murdered by Ukrainian partisans, they ended up in the barn of a poor 
peasant who had once been helped by Zofia’s father. “He said: ‘Whatever I have I will share 
with you . . . .’ He covered us with hay. It was very cold. . . . We were there in one position, we 
couldn’t move and this is how we were liberated on 23 February 1944 in that place.”47

In other cases, youngsters were saved thanks to split-second decisions by strangers. 
Eighteen-year-old Cyla Sznajder hid in the attic of the German administration’s office dur-
ing the liquidation of the Nagórzanka labor camp near Buczacz in 1942, and “thanks to the 
cleaner—a Pole, who found me by chance . . . I managed to get out . . . without being seen.” 
During another liquidation action in January 1943 she hid with a friend in the backyard of 
a farm. The ethnic German peasant who discovered them there, “invited us into his hut . . . 
ordered his wife to prepare warm food . . . fed us . . . [and] found for us some old rags.” Later 
she and a few others were supplied with food by another peasant woman. And, at the very 
end, Cyla and several other Jewish girls hid in the attic of a cloister: “The nuns comforted us 
that things would not last long, and brought us food.”48

Rescuers were not made of the same cast, and we have contradictory reports about 
some of them. In 1946 the 21-year-old Shmuel Rosen testified that he, his two brothers, and 
their mother had hidden for nine months in a grave where they “built . . . a little apartment 
. . . with the help of the gravedigger,” Mańko Świerszczak, in the Christian cemetery on the 
slope of the Fedor Hill overlooking the town of Buczacz.49 In a 1960 testimony Shmuel de-
scribed Świerszczak as “an illiterate but a very upright man” who, “in return for a fee,” hid 
“40 Jews in the attic of the cemetery’s chapel” during an Aktion, refusing to betray them even 
when the Ukrainian police “beat him up.” The Rosens paid Świerszczak “1,000 złoty every 
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month for the supplies” in return for hiding them.50 Shmuel’s older brother Henry depicted 
Świerszczak in 1997 as “a gorgeous man” and “a Christian. . . . He would say, ‘If I will turn you 
in, then my kids, my grandkids, and their grandchildren will have to pay for my sin.’”51 But in 
March 1944, a couple of months after the Rosens moved to “a shelter under the floor” of the 
mortuary, “a group of German soldiers came into the [house and] the floor collapsed.” The 
brothers managed to escape, “but our poor mother . . . could not run with her sick legs. We 
saw . . . how our mother was dragged out and shot.”52 Świerszczak later buried her.53

The three boys were subsequently hidden by an old Polish acquaintance, the peasant 
Michał Dutkiewicz,54 even as some of their relatives were denounced and murdered in the 
same village.55 It was thanks to them that Świerszczak’s tale of heroism became known, and 
in 1983 he and his Ukrainian wife Marynka were declared “righteous among the nations” 
by Yad Vashem in Jerusalem.56 Yet Yad Vashem’s archives also contain an account written in 
1947 by Moshe Wizinger, a friend of the Rosens, who had a very different recollection of the 
undertaker. In June 1943 Wizinger also sought refuge in the cemetery, where he encountered 
a “very frightened” Świerszczak, followed by his wife, who urged him to leave or to give 
himself up to the Germans. Shortly thereafter he was captured by Ukrainian fighters, barely 
managed to escape, and returned to the cemetery. This time Marynka “started to shout at me 
to run . . . otherwise she herself would call the Germans.” Remarkably, at this point Wizinger 
was taken in by a local Polish resistance group, whose leader, Edek, decided to punish the 
couple for refusing shelter to a Jew. After beating up Marynka while her husband was hiding 
under the bed, Edek declared, according to Wizinger: “For what you did to him, I would have 
killed you like dogs. And only your behavior before that . . . stops me from doing it. Fear of 
the Germans cannot be an excuse for you . . . we will punish loyalty to German orders with 
death. Remember this and tell the others.”

By the standards of Edek’s moral code, then, as reported by Wizinger, according to 
which Polish honor required saving Jews, whether one liked them or not, Świerszczak did 
not pass the test. But Edek’s group was an uncommon local phenomenon—most nationalist 
Polish and Ukrainian partisans were at best unfriendly to Jews—and he and most of his fight-
ers were killed. The only record of his heroism is in Wizinger’s unread account; consequently 
he received no recognition by Yad Vashem and Świerszczak’s status was never challenged.

This ambiguity of heroism was even more pronounced in the case of Jewish resisters. 
At the end of his diary, Wizinger scans the handful of Jewish fighters still left on the eve of 
the liberation and notes that they are “the last of a dying nation.”57 Inquiring who they were 
and why there were so few of them tells us a great deal about the complexities of the historical 
reality and the vicissitudes of memory.

An outstanding example is Yitzhak Bauer, 18 when the Germans invaded and 80 when 
I interviewed him in 2003. Bauer recalled that “compared to other places the Christian popu-
lation” of Buczacz “was relatively all right. . . . At least they did not harm us.” Saved by a 
Ukrainian friend during the first Aktion, Bauer ended up in a small Jewish resistance group 
in the nearby forest. While he took action against denouncers, Bauer maintained a nuanced 
view of Ukrainians, noting, for instance, that even the notorious chief of the local militia, 
Volodymyr Kaznovs'kyi, refrained from action upon discovering that his own father, a priest, 
was hiding Jews. Similarly, Bauer’s Ukrainian friend Shenko, who provided the group with 
food, later joined the police, explaining that “the alternative was to enlist for labor in Ger-
many or join the SS-Division ‘Galicia.’” Not long after, Shenko’s house was burned down 
as punishment for hiding Jews. Bauer also recalled an elderly Ukrainian family friend who 
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invited him and his brother to his home, gave them food, and parted from them saying “I 
wish that you manage to survive.”58

From a deposition he submitted to a West German court in 1968 as evidence for the 
trial of former Nazi perpetrators in Buczacz, however, it turns out that before becoming a 
partisan, Bauer had served in the Ordnungsdienst (Jewish police, or OD). He was apparently 
not the only one who made the transition from collaboration to resistance. Bauer noted that 
he joined the OD in November 1941. The police, numbering some 30 men, “carried out the 
orders of the Judenrat, but during Aktionen . . . we were put at the disposition of . . . the Ge-
stapo or the local gendarmerie.” According to Bauer, on 27 November 1942, he “was assigned 
to participate in the cleanup of the Jewish hospital” which “was overflowing with . . . about 
100 . . . sick people. . . . The sick who could not move were shot right there and then in their 
beds. The others were taken out to the railroad station . . . and transported to extermination 
in Bełżec.” Bauer personally witnessed some of the shooting in the hospital, as well as during 
the Aktion of April 1943.59

There is no necessary contradiction between Bauer’s two accounts; it may be simply 
a matter of relating different segments of his experiences appropriate to the circumstances 
in which they were presented. But it is also possible that Bauer could not assimilate the two 
parts of his story into one psychological and experiential whole: to the German court he 
asserted his role as an OD-man, in order established his ability to identify German perpetra-
tors; to me he asserted his role as partisan, thus providing his survival with the more heroic 
aura befitting the Israeli context. Yet many of those who lived through that period would not 
share our understanding for the choices made by such men as Bauer or Shenko. Gershon 
Gross, a tough working-class 24-year-old in 1941, had only contempt for the Judenrat and 
OD: “What was their job? . . . No one wants to talk about it. . . . The Germans would say they 
need 500 people. The [Jewish] police went” to seize them. Gershon and his brothers refused 
to join the police. Of a Judenrat member who survived, Gershon noted dispassionately that 
he “had to hide, like Eichmann. If they found him they would kill him.” Jewish collaborators, 
to his mind, were the worst, since they turned against their own. He had more sympathy 
for gentiles precisely because his expectations were lower. A Ukrainian policeman, a former 
classmate, let him go after the OD forced him to bury victims of a mass shooting. When 
Torah scrolls were “hanged . . . like you hang clothes” from the bridge over the Strypa River 
in Buczacz, “a Ukrainian priest hid one Torah in the church,” retuning it to Gross after the 
liberation. And when one of his brothers was wounded in a partisan action, a poor Polish 
peasant sheltered and nursed him back to health. But Gross had no illusions. He knew that 
“Ukrainian police took” Hungarian and Czech Jewish refugees “to the Dniester River, tied 
them with wires and threw them alive into the Dniester.” Closer to home, his own parents 
were denounced by a local Polish girl, taken out to their own yard, and shot.60

Moshe Wizinger was also harsher about Jewish collaborators than gentile neighbors. 
He similarly remembered the “harsh protest from the Ukrainian priests,” who demanded 
from “the leader of the Ukrainian bands, Dankowicz . . . to stop desecrating Holy sites,” and 
he noted the initiative of “the head of the Ukrainian Basilian Monastery . . . to carry the 
scrolls to the monastery where they would be safe.” Wizinger distinguished between on the 
one hand “German soldiers led by Ukrainian dregs”—who in the early days of the occupa-
tion “forced their way into Jewish houses and raped young Jewish girls,” as well as murder-
ing former communists, including “Jews, Poles and even Ukrainians”—and on the other 
the Ukrainian community leaders who “were helpless” against “the leaders of the formerly 
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secret Ukrainian bands . . . that were ruling now.” He also stressed that those “Ukrainian 
bands” were soon thereafter “appointed as the police forces” which constituted the main lo-
cal component of future mass killings. But it was about the Jewish leadership that Wizinger 
wrote most contemptuously, deriding the manner in which “the countless demands by the 
Germans or Ukrainians were fulfilled immediately” by the Judenrat. The OD, for its part, 
“robbed the Jews of furniture, bed linen and clothing,” so that even “in those terrible times” 
Jewish officials “were able to lead a very good life and to amass large sums of money,” while 
“Jews who were trying to hide their belongings were mercilessly beaten” by them. When Jews 
from neighboring smaller towns and villages were expelled to Buczacz, not only were they 
“attacked and robbed by the peasants,” but once they arrived the Jewish police targeted them: 
“The OD are robbing, killing, worse than the Germans.”

Some Jewish leaders did try to set a different moral standard. Thus when the Germans 
demanded 150 Jews for work in a forced labor camp, the head of the Judenrat, Dr. Engelberg, 
“announced that he would under no condition take part in selecting the people.” But his as-
sistants, Dr. “Seifer and Kramer Baruch . . . proposed to exchange those unable to work with 
healthy and young workers” and “supported their proposal with presents.” As a result, “the 
names taken off the list belonged to those who could pay more,” while Seifer and Kramer 
“made a great deal of money . . . and did not refuse to accept jewelry as well.” There were 
some moments of heroism. Jankiel Ebenstein, “who during his few months of work at the Ju-
denrat became hated by everyone,” and “was called an agent of the Gestapo . . . was ordered to 
help . . . looking for hidden bunkers.” He initially “tried to convince the Chief of the Gestapo 
that no Jews were hiding in” a certain house. But “when . . . they started pulling Jews out of 
there,” he “grabbed a hatchet and tried to hit the Gestapo soldier,” only to be immediately 
shot down. As Wizinger wrote, “that’s how the man . . . died a heroes’ death. That day he was 
forgiven everything.”61

The effect of German rule on intra- and interethnic relations is noted in many testimo-
nies. Zofia Pollak “had very close . . . gentile friends,” but “after the Germans occupied our 
city they wouldn’t even look at me because I was Jewish.” As for the ghetto, “the Judenrat was 
very mean and the Jewish police was very mean. They thought that by being very obedient 
to the Germans, they will save their own lives. So the very nice people became very ugly.” 
But, Pollack concluded, “at the end everybody was killed.”62 Shmuel Rosen recalled that “the 
200 richest Jewish families found their way to the labor camp,” considered the last safe site 
in Buczacz, by paying the Judenrat exorbitant sums.63 Soon thereafter the labor camp was 
also liquidated. Yet Rosen did think that wealth and corruption made a difference in survival 
rate. Of the up to 1,000 Jews who came out of hiding following the first liberation of Buczacz 
in March 1944, “next to a handful of upright people, only dubious characters survived—de-
nouncers, militiamen.” To be sure, most of them were murdered when the Germans recap-
tured the town a few days later. Only a few managed to escape, and some became partisans. 
The Rosen brothers, for their part, joined the Red Army. By the second liberation in July 1944 
fewer then 100 Jews were still alive in Buczacz.64

Survivors have often been reluctant to speak about internal Jewish corruption and 
complicity, invoking the phrase, “one does not speak ill of the dead.” Yet this was a crucial 
component of life during the Holocaust and of its subsequent memory. Witnesses from Buc-
zacz also observed that the Jewish leadership opposed and hindered the creation of armed 
resistance. In 2002 Shmuel Rosen recalled overhearing a conversation between Judenrat lead-
ers and a man called Zuhler, who had “served in the Polish army before the war. . . . He said to 
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them, ‘We want to create partisan groups and to go to the forest . . . but we have no money for 
weapons.’ . . . So they said, ‘Sir . . . we will not agree to this.’ And he left, and that was that.”65

Rosen speculated that Jewish leaders “were scared,” and that while some in the Juden-
rat wanted to organize resistance, others “were together with the Germans. Excuse me for 
saying that, to our regret, Dr. Seifer was one.” By this Rosen meant that Seifer preferred col-
laboration to resistance, and his willingness to name the man must have also had to do with 
the fact that of all the Judenrat members, it was Seifer who survived: “They say he is in Aus-
tralia.” Zeev Anderman, another survivor, who was also present at the interview with Rosen, 
suggested: “Let’s get off this subject, gentlemen, it is too painful. . . .” But Rosen insisted: 
“Look, they have to know this. . . . There were bad things in the Judenrat . . . they would seize 
a young man for work and they would exchange him [for another]. Who would [serve for 
the] exchange?” Now Anderman gave way: “One of the poor boys.” And Rosen concluded: 
“Exactly, they would get the poor kids, [in exchange for] those of the rich. . . .” And Ander-
man added: “My uncle, they got him. . . .”66

These are fraught and agonizing issues. Ultimately, in conditions of communal geno-
cide, no one remained entirely apart from the events. A passing remark by Shmuel Rosen 
revealed that, in fact, he too had worked in the Judenrat, if only in the position of a “helper” 
(“I made tea, coffee”). Zeev Anderman spoke with pride about his brother Janek’s death in 
April 1943, when he pulled out a pistol and shot a Ukrainian policemen, only to be beaten, 
dragged to the town square, and burned alive.67 Yet some sources suggest that Janek had a 
pistol because he was or had been an OD-man. Perhaps, just like Ebenstein, his heroic end 
made up for his past actions in the police.68

IV.
Personal accounts of genocide, by their very nature, do not allow for the creation of a single, 
uniform narrative of events. Rather, they offer a multitude of perspectives, some comple-
mentary, others contradictory, which, when put together, can provide an imperfect yet mul-
tidimensional picture of past reality. At times, this may be a contentious or opaque portrait, 
all the more so considering the extreme circumstances of World War II and the Holocaust. 
Yet listening closely to the witnesses allows us greater depth and nuance than can be derived 
from the tendentious obfuscation of official accounts. Individual, personal perspectives are 
all the more important in reconstructing events in the ethnically mixed borderlands of East-
ern Europe.

Indeed, certain internal contradictions within individual accounts carry special sig-
nificance for collective memory and historiography. Generalizing statements by witnesses 
on the conduct of entire ethnic groups tend to conform to conventional views, which are in 
part reflected in the overall course of events. Yet the same witnesses often cite specific cases 
of individual actions that belie the generalizations and, not least, were vital to the witnesses’ 
own survival. Such instances of untypical but crucial behavior provide a corrective to wide-
spread prejudices and undermine deterministic views of the past by introducing an element 
of choice.

The gap between conventional generalizations and unique individual experience 
makes for ambivalence. This reaction comes into particularly sharp relief in extreme situ-
ations such as genocide. Jewish accounts contain a large measure of mixed feelings about 
Christian neighbors, reflecting a general impression of universal betrayal mixed with indi-
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vidual experiences of rescue. Precisely because denunciation and murder were so pervasive, 
rare instances of mercy and altruism stand out all the more. And, of course, witness accounts 
disproportionately represent gentile rescue, since survival was so heavily dependent on such 
acts.

But testimonies also tell us that just as perpetrators occasionally showed pity or com-
passion, rescuers were hardly always altruistic, as motivations for action ranged from pure 
goodness to cynical exploitation. While a few men with blood on their hands occasionally 
chose to save someone, others masqueraded as rescuers only to rob and betray those they 
sheltered; while many upstanding citizens became complicit in plunder and murder, some 
wretchedly poor peasants shared their last crumbs with the desperate remnants of destroyed 
communities. Some sought a postwar alibi, others paid back moral debts: generalizing about 
motivation is futile. Habitual killers may have acted kindly only once; others might have been 
transformed by that first pang of conscience. Some began with good intentions and then 
turned to denunciation; others acted out of greed but became attached to those they rescued. 
Ambivalence was hardly restricted to survivors.

Observing the dynamics of communal genocide through a local perspective reveals 
that not a few of those who perpetrated violence at one point became its victims at another. 
Ukrainian nationalists collaborated with the Germans in killing Jews and massacred Poles; 
they were in turn targeted by the prewar Polish state, the Soviet authorities, and eventually 
also the Germans. Poles benefited from their prewar state’s discriminatory anti-Jewish and 
anti-Ukrainian policies; in turn they were subjected to Soviet deportations and Ukrainian 
ethnic cleansing. Jewish community leaders and educated youths tried to save themselves by 
becoming complicit in the victimization of poorer and weaker fellow Jews, only to have their 
illusions of power and security dispelled as they too were murdered. Some saw this turning 
of tables as a kind of justice; but ultimately it merely resulted from the dynamics of unbound, 
unrestricted violence on a hitherto unimaginable scale.

And yet, many testimonies also contain a mélange of unspoken gratitude for the res-
cuers and inarticulate remorse for having failed to recognize and thank them for so long. 
The pervasive atmosphere of mayhem and violence, betrayal and abandonment, might have 
made such acts of mercy stand out all the more for a moment. After, they often receded 
into the background as survivors mourned the dead and tried to build a new life. But the 
testimonies uncover those buried stories. The multitudes of the drowned have left precious 
little behind; yet the few who were saved have given us a detailed record of these events—of 
which their rescuers constituted a vital component. This is of course an unbalanced his-
torical record. But it has the benefit of enriching our understanding of the Holocaust and 
its aftermath. Ultimately, beyond saving their lives, acts of rescue also saved the souls of the 
survivors. After all, it is astonishing that men, women, and children who lived though that 
era had the inner resources to rebuild their lives, and yet many of them did just that. This is a 
testimony to their strength and resilience. But I would argue that what contributed no less to 
their determination to raise new families, and to their ability to instill in their children trust 
and humanity, was the memory of those who had selflessly saved them.

This memory remained deeply etched in the souls of the survivors. But it did not find 
public expression for decades, providing just enough sustenance to go on living but never 
completely resurfacing, perhaps because of the hardships of life after the catastrophe, or be-
cause allowing it to emerge would have brought back all the other horrors and betrayals 
and losses. When it did return, decades later, it came after lives had been lived, children and 
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grandchildren had been born, and one could face the approaching inevitable end with more 
equanimity and sense of fulfillment. And with the memory of rescue came a recognition that 
those who had chosen to act then had done more than save lives but, unbeknownst to them-
selves perhaps, had rescued the very concept of a shared humanity—precisely that which the 
Nazis had set out to eradicate—by recognizing the human spark in those who were hunted 
down like animals.

What the witnesses I have cited here experienced hardly provides a single, one-sided 
lesson on human nature, or history, or even the events of the Holocaust. But these accounts, 
fraught and painful and contradictory as they are, constitute a crucial component of the 
past—in Buczacz, and by extension, in many other sites of communal genocide, most espe-
cially in the borderlands of Eastern Europe.69 Ignoring them, setting them aside, using them 
merely to illustrate some point or thesis unrelated to their deeper meaning, not only consti-
tutes abuse of these records of human experience, it also distorts and ultimately falsifies the 
historical record itself. No history should be written without listening to its protagonists, 
least of all the history of an event whose main goal was to silence these voices, and especially 
because the few who survived the disaster hoped more than anything else to transmit the 
memory of the events they experienced to posterity and thereby to save the multitudes of 
the dead from complete oblivion, statistical abstraction, and mass burial in the voluminous 
footnotes of scholarly publications.
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Liquid Borderland, 
Inelastic Sea?
MAPPING THE EASTERN ADRIATIC

Pamela Ballinger

Writing of the Mediterranean, Predrag Matvejević has argued, “Its boundaries are drawn 
in neither space nor time. There is in fact no way of drawing them: they are neither ethnic 
nor historical, state nor national; they are like a chalk circle that is constantly traced and 
erased, that the winds and waves, that obligations and inspirations expand or reduce.”1 This 
conceptualization of the Mediterranean owes much to Matvejević’s personal experiences of 
(and on) the Adriatic, a body of water he deems a “sea of intimacy.”2 In attributing a funda-
mental indeterminacy to the Adriatic and the larger Mediterranean Sea of which it forms a 
part, Matvejević highlights a characteristic of most borderzones or borderlands: at differ-
ent historical moments or in different contexts, they may figure as sites of coexistence or 
violent conflict, rigidity or fluidity, purity or hybridity. For the Mediterranean, for example, 
Bromberger has identified opposed “polyphonic” and “cacophonic” models, associated re-
spectively with the metaphors of bridge and wall.3

These understandings of maritime border regions share much in common with rep-
resentations of the largely terrestrial imperial shatterzones detailed in this volume, yet 
seas and watery spaces usually do not come to mind when discussing those East European 
borderlands that nurtured both coexistence and genocidal violence in the twentieth cen-
tury. In this chapter, I argue that contests to define and possess terrestrial borderlands in 
the Adriatic region of southeastern Europe have not only extended into the watery realm 
but also that the sea itself has proven a key element in the construction of symbolic ge-
ographies that map some groups onto territories to which they are said to “belong” and 
which exclude others.
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Seas: Spaces of Fluidity?
Matvejević’s vision of the porous boundaries of the Mediterranean accords with a common 
view of seas as spaces of both literal and metaphorical fluidity, as media that confound efforts 
to draw rigid boundaries. Of late, watery metaphors have proven popular among theorists 
seeking to characterize the globalized post–Cold War order in terms that capture flux and 
mobility. Stefan Helmreich, for instance, deems water a “theory machine” for contemporary 
anthropology.4 Zygmunt Bauman has gone so far as to define a new phase of modernity as 
“liquid,” expressed in his belief that “‘fluidity’ or ‘liquidity’ [are] fitting metaphors when we 
wish to grasp the nature of the present, in many ways novel, phase in the history of modernity.”5

Despite the vogue for using watery metaphors to capture the fluidity of the globalized 
world, along the contemporary Adriatic understandings of actual (rather than metaphorical) 
seawater suggest that sites of literal fluidity may not necessarily be sites of fluid or elastic un-
derstandings of territory. Since 1992, I have conducted field research in varied locales in the 
northeastern Adriatic, ranging from Trieste (Italy) to Piran (Slovenia) to Savudrija, Rovinj, 
and Lošinj (Croatia). I have investigated topics ranging from memories of the post-1945 
exodus from the Istrian peninsula after it passed from Italian to Yugoslav control, to contem-
porary debates over privatization along the Croatian coast, to efforts to establish a marine 
protected area off the island of Lošinj. In all of these examples I have found that the sea fig-
ures prominently as a marker of identity and that inhabitants of the region often conceive of 
the sea not so much as a fluid space but as one delimited by boundaries, a vision embodied in 
cartographic representations of the Adriatic cut through by the rigid vectors of state borders.

It does not prove surprising, perhaps, that in the realm of state sovereignty, seaspace 
does not always carry with it associations of fluidity. The notion of the “high seas” as free dates 
only to the seventeenth century, for example, with its articulation by Dutch jurist Hugo de 
Groot (Grotius) in his 1609 work Mare Liberum. Grotius’ advocacy of common access to the 
sea and its resources (res communis) did not entirely extinguish older ideas and practices of 
control of the seas (particularly of fisheries) by specific powers, an approach espoused by the 
Englishmen John Selden in his 1634 Mare Clausum.6 By the twentieth century, international 
law began to recognize and expand national claims and rights to waters and their associated 
resources. The 1930 Hague Convention, for instance, provided legal recognition of a narrow 
band of waters, known as the territorial sea, over which states exercise national sovereignty.7

In the latter half of the twentieth century, the territorial sea concept was extended from 
3 to 12 navigational miles. In addition, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
codified the notion of Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) extending 200 miles out from coast-
al states, a concept with precedents in the Truman Declarations of 1945, the 1952 Santiago 
Declaration, and the more modest fisheries zones established by the 1964 European Fisheries 
Convention.8 Seaspace, at least that adjacent to land masses, has thus increasingly become 
“contained” by lines and vectors on maps and charts, as well as signatures on international 
agreements. This political process followed a century of intense debate by cartographers and 
geographers about how to conceptualize seaspace, which by the twentieth century was pre-
dominantly modeled in terms of discrete and delineated ocean basins and seas.9

The Adriatic has long been defined by its position as a frontier space contested by com-
peting empires and states, what sociologist Emilio Cocco calls a “maritime counterpart to 
the [Balkan] space poised between East and West.”10 Although by the twelfth century Venice 
effectively ruled the Adriatic as its sea (mare clausum), it also faced repeated challenges to 
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its dominion. In practice, the Adriatic represented a shifting border between the Ottoman/
Muslim East and the Christian West.11

In subsequent centuries, the Adriatic would constitute a symbolic and political border 
between new competing powers. In the nineteenth century, for example, distinctions be-
tween peoples living along the coast and in the interior of the eastern Adriatic increasingly 
became mapped (figuratively and literally) onto exclusive ethno-national divisions even as 
the Habsburg Empire fostered a multiethnic, multiconfessional, and “cosmopolitan” mari-
time culture centered on Trieste/Trst and Rijeka/Fiume. The mapping of cultural difference 
among the peoples of the Eastern Adriatic and, more specifically, around the Gulf of Trieste 
reflects imperial projects of classification initiated by the Venetians and the Habsburgs and 
later reworked by ethnologists and cultural geographers in Italy, Yugoslavia, and beyond.

After 1945, the Adriatic became the borderland between the communist east and capi-
talist west. Yugoslav efforts to rigidify this marine border by controlling “incursions” on 
the part of fishermen from nearby Italy and by restricting maritime transportation to Italy 
proved particularly marked in the early years of the Cold War.12 Between 1945 and 1954, 
the territory comprising the port city of Trieste and the adjacent Istrian peninsula was the 
object of competing Italian and Yugoslav claims, a contest within which unfolded the mass 
migration of between 200,000 and 250,000 individuals out of the area for a variety of reasons 
(political, ethno-national, religious, and economic).

Cocco argues that in the contemporary moment the Adriatic’s role as a borderzone 
has gone from that of wall to bridge. He writes, “the Adriatic finds itself once again a frontier 
sea that, from the presumed immobility of the post World War II period (represented by the 
image of the “iron curtain”) is now becoming a space of mobility favoring strategic contacts, 
the process of European integration, and transborder collaboration.”13 While this may be 
true of the larger Adriatic, interstate disputes like the two-decades-long squabble between 
Slovenia and Croatia over where to draw their maritime boundary or local resistance to a 
marine protected area off the island of Lošinj—examples I examine in the second half of the 
chapter—suggest that the notion of “a solid sea” (un mare solido) that Cocco locates in other 
historical moments persists. This solidity becomes evident in both the logic of certain state 
practices and in the imaginations of some local inhabitants.

Contemporary invocations of the Adriatic as simultaneously bordered and border 
sea remap durable symbolic boundaries of inclusion and exclusion. These boundaries both 
follow out of and express the thesis that the sea rightfully “belongs” to some cultures and 
peoples and not to others. In the territorial contests waged over the eastern Adriatic by Italy 
and Yugoslavia after World I and again after World War II, proponents of the Italian position 
(including folklorists) often posited a coastal/interior distinction as a key symbolic boundary 
between (putatively) distinct cultural-linguistic groups: Italians and Slavs. As a consequence 
of this politicized scheme of symbolic geography, Italian scholars tended to neglect the Slavic 
presence along the shores of the upper Adriatic. Ethnographers of the First Yugoslavia fo-
cused instead on key boundaries within the South Slav group, with relatively little attention 
paid to the Latinized/Italianized populations on the Dalmatian and Istrian coasts. The Yugo-
slav cultural geographer Jovan Cvijić (one of the founders of the Department of Ethnology in 
Belgrade), for example, included both Istria and Trieste as part of a Balkan cultural space.14

These competing traditions continue to resonate in contemporary representations of cultural 
spheres around the Gulf of Trieste, drawing upon older imperial schemes of classification 
even as they refract new political exigencies.
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In my anthropological work among individuals who self-identify as “Italian” and who 
migrated from the Istrian and Kvarner regions to Trieste and other parts of Italy after World 
War II, I have encountered frequent articulations of the coast–interior division as reflecting 
a split between Italian and Slavic cultural spheres. Many of my informants contended that 
as “Italians” left the Istrian peninsula en masse between 1945 and 1954, Slavic peoples came 
from the interior of Istria (or Yugoslavia more generally) and took up residence in a foreign 
and strange environment to which they did not belong by either custom or historical right. 
The incompatibility of these “inlanders” with coastal culture is said to become evident in 
intimate and familiar spheres such as cooking; advocates of the Italianist position point to 
practices such as cooking fish with vegetable oil rather than olive oil as evidence of the Slavs’ 
inauthentic maritime and Mediterraneanist credentials. Despite the fact that Slavic-speaking 
peoples long inhabited areas along the coast near Trieste and in Istria, the powerful mapping 
of ethno-national identity onto place (coast/interior) underwrites persistent stereotypes that 
these peoples “belong” exclusively to certain environments and territories and vice versa.15

Istrian Italian exiles are not unique in questioning the authenticity of groups inhabit-
ing the maritime environments of the contemporary Adriatic. Fishermen I interviewed in 
the Croatian town of Savudrija, which sits astride the maritime border contested between 
the independent states of Slovenia and Croatia, make similar arguments about the lack of a 
homegrown fishing tradition in Slovene Istria as a result of the post–World War II exodus, 
which largely emptied the coastal towns. The differentiation between Italians and Slavs on 
the coastal/interior axis thus parallels broader anthropogeographic distinctions historically 
employed to mark differences among South Slav peoples.

The following section sketches out a brief history of the symbolic geographies em-
ployed in competing national/ist visions along the eastern Adriatic. Elsewhere, I have exam-
ined the role of the museum and the census as key taxonomic instruments in boundary mak-
ing in the northeastern Adriatic.16 Here, I will focus on the map—both in its cartographic 
and ethnographic forms.

Maritime Cartographies, Social Geographies
The classificatory maps of coastal and interior peoples that became overlaid with ethno-
national distinctions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries refracted the larger symbolic 
geographies constructed by travelers to the areas that eventually became known as the Bal-
kans and Eastern Europe. An extensive and rich body of scholarship has focused on the ways 
in which outsiders “invented” these regional designations and their attendant discursive con-
figurations, with both Eastern Europe and the Balkans viewed as constituting a transitional 
zone poised between light and darkness, civilization and barbarism.17 Yet Wendy Bracewell 
has recently reminded us that although “Much recent research has encouraged us to think of 
. . . the inhabitants of the east of Europe as the passive objects of western discursive construc-
tion—more mapped than mapping . . . the invention of Europe and of its constituent parts 
was hardly so one-sided.”18 Bracewell and her collaborators have focused on travel writing 
by East Europeans as a particularly significant site for such self-imagining or, more precisely, 
the dialectical relationship between external and internal ascriptions of identity and place. 
Here, I will instead focus on two particular forms of mapping—cartography and ethnogra-
phy—that typically inform the kinds of travel accounts Bracewell analyzes and by which both 
insiders and outsiders have delimited the eastern Adriatic.
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When judged by modern cartographic standards, Mediterranean portolani or sea 
charts (the oldest surviving example of which, the Carte Pisane, dates to the late 1200s) rep-
resent one of the most “accurate” mappings of medieval and early modern European space. 
A relatively large number of these portolani have survived, suggesting a long and fairly ex-
tensive tradition of such mapping for the Mediterranean Sea. These portolan charts appear to 
have served various functions, including the mapping of trade and navigational routes, the 
imagining of Mediterranean (and, successively, Atlantic) space by sovereigns and other elite 
consumers, and strategic military information vital to waging war.19

Although portolani focused on a specific region like the Adriatic were rare,20 the popu-
lar genre of isolarii or illustrated “island books” usually featured maps focused on regional 
archipelagoes or coastal areas. Some scholars have viewed the isolarii as “early examples 
of regional island atlases” or “primitive tourist guides,”21 combining as they did the ethno-
graphic (information about customs) with the cartographic. The products of “Mediterranean 
people . . . all of [whom] had some sort of connection with the islands,”22 the isolarii (and 
many portolani) reflected local knowledge. Venice became a center for the production of 
such isolarii and of cartographic works more generally,23 reflecting the fact that in Venice 
cartography “was already playing an established role in the state bureaucracy for territorial 
management in the sixteenth century.”24

In particular, the imperial struggle between Venice and the Ottomans for control of 
the Adriatic and beyond prompted the publication of many maps of the sea and islands.25

It also encouraged efforts to map the military frontier between the Ottoman and Habsburg 
empires, although many of these maps were not published commercially owing to their se-
cret military information.26 The Ottoman navy of the sixteenth century, for example, used as 
a guide the “Book of the Sea” that Ottoman admiral and geographer Piri-Re'is put together 
drawing on portolani and isolarii, among other materials.27 Both island books and portolani
were therefore “linked with the European powers’ vested interests in the eastern Mediter-
ranean, and later with their colonial system in general.”28 In the case of the Venetians, who 
dominated the Adriatic for centuries, “the map became part of the process of government 
. . . the map’s communicative efficacy made it into a tool for the furtherance of social strate-
gies, a highly effective means for the promotion of political policies.”29 As this all too brief 
discussion suggests, the Mediterranean and its inner seas, including the Adriatic, have long 
histories as mapped and bounded spaces, or at least as sites that have invited intensive efforts 
at mapping and boundary making.

Portolani typically depicted features of the hinterland such as mountains schemati-
cally,30 reflecting a valorization of the coast common throughout much of the Mediterranean 
region. In the eastern Adriatic, the coastal–interior divide frequently mapped onto distinc-
tions between the urban (site of civilization and the urbane) and the rural (the place of back-
wardness). This axis of differentiation dates back at least as far as the Venetian period, though 
it has deeper roots in the patterns of settlement established during the Roman era. Eventu-
ally, this symbolic boundary between urban/rural and coastal/interior would merge with 
ethno-national (and class) distinctions. In turn, ethnographic elaborations of this symbolic 
geography would frequently (though not always) underwrite national and territorial claims.

Venetian imperial administrators primarily categorized difference among its subjects 
in and along the Adriatic in terms of civilization or its lack, rather than in terms of ethnic 
distinctions. The significant axis of differentiation distinguished the “civilized” peoples of the 
coast from the “rough” peoples of the interior (the Morlacchi of Dalmatia and Cicarija/Cic-
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ceria).31 By the late imperial period, some Venetian observers began to reclassify these “Mor-
lacchi” as Slavs more closely connected to a larger pan-Slavic world rather than an Adriatic 
sphere or culture.

The consolidation of these still unstable understandings of identity into more coher-
ent ethno-national classifications took place during the Habsburg era thanks, in part, to 
more comprehensive projects of both cartographic mapping and ethnographic description.32

Initially, these new maps reflected class (and, to some degree, regional) differentiations 
more than ethnic or national ones. Between the 1790s and 1830s, ethnic stereotypes in the 
Habsburg Empire served not so much to encode exclusive differences as to provide a guide 
for the construction of a civil society by illuminating which virtues (and, by extension, which 
peoples exhibiting them) should undergird the public sphere.33 As the nineteenth century 
progressed, however, political identities increasingly became wed to exclusive ethno-nation-
al distinctions centered on religion and language (rather than rank in a society of orders), 
particularly in border areas and other mixed zones.34

A tradition of ethnographic study examining such ethnically mixed regions was al-
ready well established in the German-speaking lands in the eighteenth century. Eighteenth 
and nineteenth-century German observers of the Habsburg Adriatic perceived this region 
as belonging to the “South.”35 Writers often discussed the different languages of the region 
and placed the area’s different groups into a hierarchy, which tended to treat the coastal “Ital-
ians” as more culturally advanced in contrast to the interior “Slavs,” often deemed lazy and 
unkempt but also simple (in a state of nature). These representations of Slovenes and Croats 
converged with other negative stereotypes about Slavic peoples, often depicted by German-
speaking scholars (particularly those in dialogue with the descriptive statistical school in 
Germany) as “naturmenschen: hardened, lazy, wild, sensual, poor, extravagant, and drunk-
en.”36 These character differences ostensibly mirrored the physical landscapes these peoples 
inhabited, with the desolation of the (Slavic) karst contrasted to the fertility of the (Italian) 
coast. In his 1833 travel account, Carl Gottlob Kuettner phrased the contrast in these terms: 
“At length you arrive at the end of the Karst, and suddenly find yourself on the brink of a 
precipice which would make you shudder did you not anticipate the appearance of Hesperia’s 
enchanting plains . . . what a contrast to the country we had just traversed.”37

For authors like Kuettner, however, the primary differentiation still lay not between 
Italians and Slavs (both of them subject peoples of the empire) but between these groups and 
Germanic peoples, the latter becoming the sanctimonious upholders or “Musterknaben of 
progress and civilization.”38 Comparisons of Adriatic Slavs linked them with Slavic groups 
further afield, as well as with Tatars and other Caucasian peoples. Such comparisons inevita-
bly praised Germans and made claims to territory on the basis of a civilizing mission, a logic 
shared by Italian nationalists and their cult of civilization or civiltà. As Cathie Carmichael 
puts it, “Looked at in this way, the Slavs were history’s squatters.”39

With its implicit focus on geography, Herder’s work proved quite influential in the 
formulation of these ethnographic distinctions between peoples and their environments. “By 
discovering that ‘Slavs’ had a different kind of Volksgeist to their neighbours,” writes Carmi-
chael, “the question of what we might euphemistically call territorial incompatibility would 
eventually have to be raised, which was crucial in the multiethnic milieus of Central and 
Eastern Europe.”40 The discourse of territorial incompatibility would become particularly 
prominent in the upper Adriatic during the late Habsburg and Italian eras. Bracewell’s cau-
tion about seeing the peoples of Central and Eastern Europe as “more mapped than map-
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ping,” however, should keep us attuned to the participation of those individuals self-identi-
fying as Slavs in the discursive construction of Slavdom and its component parts. Bracewell 
reminds us, for example, that “Well before 1842, travellers had traced the coordinates of a 
Slav world in textual form, projecting a Slavic landscape of memory and of desire onto the 
physical space of Europe.”41

Ethnographic projects like the Kronprinzenwerk (KPW)—24 volumes of ethnograph-
ic descriptions published between 1886 and 1902 that mapped out the Habsburg Empire’s 
array of peoples and cultures—took for granted the dimensions of this Slav world, further 
reifying notions of difference between the empire’s Slavic, Germanic, and Italian peoples. 
Ironically, the KPW’s promoters aimed “to undermine the idea of territorial exclusivity for 
individual ethnicities,” thereby providing an alternative to the “land and peoples” model 
of ethnographic survey promoted by scholars like Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl.42 The chapter 
devoted to the Littoral (Küstenland) comprising Trieste and Istria, for example, discussed 
physical traits together with “costume and custom.” In the end, however, the KPW rein-
forced stereotypical images of cultural difference that nationalists increasingly mapped onto 
demands for territory.

As Italian irredentists claiming Trieste and Istria became more strident during the late 
Habsburg period and then after World War I when these areas became part of the Italian 
state, many Italian folklorists sought to validate Italy’s territorial claims by demonstrating 
Istria’s Italian ethnic provenance. Triestine scholar Francesco Babudri, for instance, went as 
far as to claim the existence of a common regional language (“Veneto-giuliano”), despite a 
complete lack of evidence. Laura Oretti notes that Babudri’s assertions sketch the “image of 
a monocultural area, rigidly determined and impermeable to foreign influence,”43 an image 
that denied the reality of Istria’s cultural and linguistic intermixture. Italian research derived 
from the anthropogeographic tradition noted the great “importance that the sea has in sta-
bilizing/determining population,” particularly its effects on climate, fishing, and navigation; 
one scholar even mapped out the population distribution in Istria in relation to its distance 
from the sea.44 Contending that the majority of Istrians lived on or near the sea, Giannandrea 
Gravisi implicitly traded upon the association of the coast with Italian culture to claim Istria 
as belonging territorially to Italy.

From the other direction, cultural geographers and ethnologists like Jovan Cvijić, 
Dinko Tomašić, and Branimir Gušić powerfully shaped ethnological approaches in the First 
Yugoslavia by reworking older Habsburg anthropogeographic traditions. Key to the clas-
sificatory systems of these scholars was an ethnographic division between peoples inhabit-
ing distinctive environments, notably the Dinaric mountain area and the Pannonian Plain.45

Trained in Vienna in the German tradition of anthropogeography and sociology, Cvijić gave 
great weight to environment as delimiting cultural characteristics of specific peoples.46 For 
the area in and around Istria, he distinguished the karst not only as a particular type of 
environment but also as defining a mode of village settlement47 that differed from a “Medi-
terranean type” of town along the Adriatic coast. Central to the Dinaric type was a strong at-
tachment to land and place of birth, suggesting a terrestrial orientation even for those Slavic 
peoples who lived along the Adriatic Sea.

Whereas Cvijić devoted little attention to the peoples of the Pannonian Plains, focus-
ing instead on the Dinaric type he valorized, Yugoslav ethnographer Dinko Tomašić instead 
idealized the rural plains dwellers of Croatia in contrast to what he saw as the violent, emo-
tionally unbalanced pastoralists of the Dinaric zone.48 Later ethnologists of socialist Yugo-
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slavia such as Milovan Gavazzi, who defined the anthropological research paradigm in and 
for Croatia into the 1980s, refashioned the coastal/interior terms somewhat but nonetheless 
kept the distinction in place. Gavazzi viewed the Adriatic coast as a place where the Medi-
terranean and Dinaric culture areas—distinguished primarily by modes of livelihood deter-
mined, in turn, by ecological conditions—intersected.49 Though these distinctions central to 
Yugoslav ethnography refuted the Italian nationalist view of the littoral as belonging exclu-
sively to an Italian culture complex, such ideas shared with those of the Italian nationalists 
an assumption that cultural values and psychological dispositions largely reflect the specific 
environments in which groups reside.

Similar arguments about territorial belonging (and incompatibility) featured promi-
nently in the territorial struggle between Yugoslavia and Italy over the region after World 
War II and continue to figure in popular representations of ethnic and territorial identities 
today. Anthropologist Bojan Baskar, for example, has demonstrated how some of Cvijić’s 
ideas implicitly inform the contemporary writings of Italians and Istrian Italians in Trieste 
with “an implicit but perfectly unambiguous extension of this menacing Dinaric habitat to 
[the] Karst immediately behind Trieste (which is inhabited by Slovenes) and indirectly to 
central Slovenia as well.”50

Beyond Trieste and Istria, the coastal/interior distinction today often serves more to un-
derscore differences between Slavic groups, rather than between “coastal” Italian and “karstic” 
Slavic peoples. In the 1990s, the coastal/interior distinction “was on occasions conflated with 
the distinction between the predominantly ethnic Croatian Littoral and the predominantly 
ethnic Serbian hinterland.”51 Drawing on the work of an older generation of Yugoslav eth-
nologists, for instance, some sociologists revived long-standing anthropogeographical dis-
tinctions to explain Yugoslavia’s bloody breakup.52 In analyzing the geographic elements of 
such ethnological work, Kaser highlights the pervasive link in both the scholarly and popular 
imaginations between “Balkan” peoples and specific places/environments. In the next section, 
I inquire into the afterlives of the various projects of mapping I have traced out here.

Redrawing the Map: The Inelasticity of Water
Scholars examining efforts to “make a society legible” (to borrow James Scott’s phrasing) 
through the use of technical instruments such as censuses and maps designed to measure 
and consolidate clear-cut categorizations of identity usually focus on top-down directives. 
In the case of the cartographic traditions for the Adriatic already discussed, however, local 
knowledge and agency often proved quite significant. In today’s world of increasingly stan-
dardized cartographic techniques and globalizing ethnographic perspectives, then, what role 
do maps play in the imaginations of locals in the eastern Adriatic? How does the symbolic 
geography of coast/hinterland continue to inform understandings of ethnic and national 
difference?

Since World War II and the large-scale migration of Italian populations out of Istria, 
the coastal/interior distinction has increasingly become an instrument for distinguishing 
between Slovenes and Croats in Istrian life. This is particularly true in the contemporary 
moment, in which Istria’s maritime boundary between Slovenia and Croatia remains unre-
solved. (In November 2010 Slovenia and Croatia did, however, exchange diplomatic notes to 
ratify an agreement to finally submit the dispute to international arbitration and in January 
2012 the two states agreed upon the members for an arbitral tribunal.) Together with a “fish-
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ermen’s war” marked by occasional incursions and provocations by each side, the maritime 
dispute led to a war of maps and names, with at least some Croatian fishermen and one map 
privately published in Croatia proposing a name change for the bay in question from “Bay 
(or Gulf) of Piran” (referring to the town of Piran on the Slovene side of the gulf) to “Bay of 
Savudrija” (in reference to the settlement on the Croatian side of the bay).53 I was surprised 
by the extent to which maps entered into everyday people’s manner of conceptualizing the 
sea, although perhaps I should have expected this given the duration of a conflict at whose 
heart rest arguments about borders. Furthermore, maps proved crucial to how nonelite ac-
tors argued about who owns that sea. This relative “inelasticity of water” reflects the long his-
tory of state-making efforts in and around the Adriatic seaspace that I have already noted, as 
well as new contexts of post-socialist property privatization and European Union candidacy. 
Croatia completed accession negotiations in June 2011 and signed the accession treaty in 
December of that same year.

In referring to the “inelasticity of water,” I adapt a concept developed by anthropologist 
Katherine Verdery in her study of land restitution in post-socialist Romania. As she began 
to study the restitution process, Verdery acknowledged, “I found my mental map of a fixed 
landscape . . . becoming destabilized. Parcels and whole fields seemed to stretch and shrink; 
a rigid surface was becoming pliable, more like a canvas. It was as if the earth heaved and 
sank, expanding and diminishing the area contained within a set of two-dimensional co-
ordinates.”54 Detailing what she deemed the “elasticity of land,” Verdery described property 
that “moves, stretches, evaporates.”55 Puzzled, she asked, “How can bits of the earth’s surface 
migrate, expand, disappear, shrink, and otherwise behave as anything but firmly fixed in 
place?”56 From another direction, as I began to examine debates about access to and owner-
ship of the coast and the sea in Croatia I had to ask myself how that preeminent medium and 
site of fluidity—the sea—could behave as anything but shifting, mobile, and liquid? As with 
the politics of Romanian land restitution, contests over determining and restricting control 
of Adriatic seaspace reflect and refract the broader struggle of what Verdery deems “certain 
groups and persons to tie property down against others who would keep its edges flexible, 
uncertain, amorphous.”57

Among those groups seeking to tie watery territory down along the Croatian coast 
are fishermen. In interviewing fishermen on both sides of the contested maritime border 
in Croatia and Slovenia, I was struck by the profound ways in which such fishermen have 
naturalized cartographic logics. Again and again, fishermen scribbled in my notebook or 
drew on napkins what they understood to be the demands of the Slovene and Croatian states 
regarding the delimitation of the border.

Although an administrative and republican land border existed within the Yugoslav 
federation prior to Slovene and Croatian independence in 1991, a strict maritime boundary 
did not.58 As Kladnik and Pipan note,

The border between the Yugoslav republics of Slovenia and Croatia was not precisely defined 
everywhere. The territory between the Blessed Odoric Canal (the southernmost channel of 
the Dragonja River) and the southern border of the cadastral district of Piran, which precisely 
follows the line between the alluvial plain of the Dragonja River and the corrosion plain slope 
of the Buje karst region, is an area that was covered by two record systems: it belonged to the 
Slovenian cadastral system on one hand and the Croatian administrative system on the other. 
Discussions over the border flared up considerably after both countries declared indepen-
dence on 25 June 1991.59
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In addition to the competing record systems that make for confusion, another issue at stake 
is whether the River Dragonja, often taken as the “traditional” border between Slovenia and 
Croatia in Istria, constitutes the “true” border, particularly since the Habsburgs had altered 
the waterway’s course. In the case of the maritime border between Slovenia and Croatia, 
the vectors drawn on competing maps by fishermen and politicians only take away or add 
watery territory in the zero-sum game logic of sovereignty; the total space available does not 
appear to grow or shrink in the manner of the elastic property described by Verdery. Maps 
drawn for me by fishermen were produced spontaneously, rather than in response to any 
request. In their mappings, the fishermen replicated the proposals published in newspapers 
or challenged those of the opposing side. Marko (pseudonym), one of the fishermen I had 
first interviewed in 2002, reacted angrily several years later when I showed him a profession-
ally produced map promoting Slovene maximalist claims and offering “historical evidence” 
in support of these arguments. Marko had already sent a letter of protest to the Slovene 
Ministry of Fisheries, finding it “scandalous” that such a map could be printed and sold in 
Slovenia. Yet a Croatian equivalent exists in the 2007 map “Topografska karta Umag,” which 
prominently labels the contested waters the “Bay of Savudrija.”60

The fishermen’s internalized versions of these professional maps seem far from the 
kinds of mental mappings typically associated with fisherfolk, whether they be the mental 
images of rocky bottoms and fish spawning grounds recorded by Maine fisher-scholar Ted 
Ames (which often proved difficult to square with nautical maps)61 or the “acoustemolo-
gies”62 and “soundings” by which Indonesian Mandars “call” fish.63 One map jotted in my 
notebook and depicting marine life and currents in the Gulf of Trieste (represented as a sea 
without state boundaries) matched my expectations of what a fisher might draw. Ironically, 
given that fishers in a variety of cultures frequently use their local knowledge to contest the 
“scientific” paradigms of biologists and policy makers, this map was actually sketched by a 
marine biologist from Trieste, not a fisher. This is not to deny to the Slovene and Croatian 
fishers other kinds of local, place-based knowledge specific to their experiences of the sea but 
rather to emphasize the ways in which cartographic visions of inelastic seaspace and marine 
property have colonized at least a part of their imaginations. Yet mapping is never a mere re-
flection of power relations (and the power/knowledge nexus) but also an active constitution 
of understandings of space, and thus the fishers should also be seen as active agents in this 
bordering process. As noted previously, fishermen created such maps in a context in which 
the border question had become extremely politicized. Some fishermen actively participated 
in the political mobilization around the border, as occurred on Croatian Independence Day 
in June 2002 when a fleet of fishing boats aimed to plant a Croatian flag on a floating marker 
in the middle of the bay. In the last two decades, incidents between Croatian fishermen and 
Slovene (marine) police or protests by Slovene nationalists at the land border Šecovlje on the 
Gulf of Piran regularly heated up during electoral campaigns in Croatia and Slovenia.

Was this just a watery version of the fighting over maps that characterized the Yugo-
slav conflicts in the 1990s, a process in which—as geographer Jeremy Crampton wrote of 
Bosnia—the “map (or maps) are active solutions of the situation, rather than merely pas-
sive outcomes”?64 Do the fishermen merely internalize and replicate the logics of national-
ism? Certainly, some local leaders in Croatian Istria believed so when they characterized the 
fishermen as “Balkan” and “politically immature.”65 Leaders voicing this negative judgment 
feared the opposition would harm cooperative relations with Slovenia and, thus, Croatia’s 
prospects for EU membership.
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Croatian fishermen with whom I spoke, however, rejected the suggestion that their 
defense of the maritime border represented a typical demonstration of “Balkan nationalism.” 
Rather, they expressed the need to defend local interests in the face of demands posed by the 
EU accession process. In discussing the “disciplining” effects of EU candidacy and the clout 
wielded by their Slovene neighbors, fishermen also explicitly linked the debate over the bor-
der to the blight on the landscape created by privatization and construction of new summer 
homes and resorts, a process in which Slovene capital has proven critical. In another kind 
of mental map, then, the Croatian fishers connected a privatized terrestrial landscape with 
their imagining of sea and its borders. Slovenian fishermen instead expressed a fear of too 
narrowly contained a sea, what we might call a mare claustrophobum.

In other contexts, though, some Croatian fishers instead rejected altogether the logic 
of “lines in the water” when they feared that outsiders had imposed such maps. This is the 
case for the proposed marine protected area (MPA) off of the island of Lošinj. Responding 
in part to lobbying by the Lošinj-based NGO Blue World, which had long argued that the 
waters off of Lošinj constituted a critical dolphin habitat, in 2006 the Croatian government 
announced the establishment of a conservation area. The MPA declaration set out a three-
year period of “preventive protection,” during which time local stakeholders were to devise 
and agree upon a regulatory framework. A variety of local opposition forces—prominent 
among them local fishermen—succeeded in preventing the MPA’s realization, however, and 
the preventive protection expired in 2009.

One common thread running through discourses of opposition on the island posited 
the “foreign” status of Blue World, with the MPA viewed as an imposition by outsiders seek-
ing to maximize their own interests.66 For some locals, the project appeared to be just another 
initiative in postsocialist “privatization” by outsiders, with the sea and its resources now the 
property to which access would be regulated and rendered private. Undeniably, the legisla-
tive decree establishing the MPA came from above with little consultation of local stakehold-
ers; interestingly, the announcement of the MPA took even Blue World staff by surprise. The 
timing of the 2006 announcement, though, was anything but coincidental, intended as it was 
to send an explicit message to the European Union about the Croatian state’s commitment 
to environmental protection. Fears and resentment about the MPA clearly drew on a larger 
reservoir of suspicion that Croatia aimed to sacrifice the interests and well-being of everyday 
citizens in order to enter the EU, a theme that echoes the fears of fishers on the Croatian side 
of the contested maritime border.

Although locals on Lošinj shared with fishermen in Savudrija fears about a privatized 
coast and sea from which they would be shut out, the plan for an MPA required that local 
stakeholders (including Blue World and the fishermen’s council) work together to determine 
the rules governing the reserve. Researchers at Blue World made it clear that they were inter-
ested neither in formulating rules on their own nor in enforcing them. The regulatory rec-
ommendations that Blue World put forward to the Croatian government and to local entities 
reflected careful consideration of a host of factors, including pragmatic ones about what was 
politically possible. Some critics nonetheless complained about the arbitrary nature of the 
reserve’s proposed boundaries, given the high mobility of dolphins.

The MPA’s proposed borders, represented by straight lines on the map of the waters 
around Lošinj, rested on the cartographic logics that have governed the sea’s partitioning for 
the last two centuries. Blue World scientists, however, had no illusions about the bordering 
processes at work in mapping the MPA. They openly acknowledged the mismatch of political 
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and ecological maps; the proposed reserve boundary was arbitrary in ecological terms. The 
delimitation of the reserve coincided with Lošinj’s administrative border with the neighbor-
ing islands of Pag and Rab, in strategic recognition that the MPA would be much easier to 
manage if lying within one općina (municipality) rather than cross-cutting several. Thus Blue 
World proponents of the MPA admitted the rigidity and inelasticity of the MPA border as 
one that did not match the fluidity of the resource (the local dolphin population) it aimed to 
protect. Despite Blue World insistence that the area would remain open to a variety of human 
uses, including fishing and tourism, many local critics feared other kinds of inelasticity that 
the reserve might bring, including restricted access and reduction of fishing.

Fishers on Lošinj and beyond fear a much tighter regime of fisheries regulation once 
Croatia comes under the aegis of the EU Common Fisheries Policy. The MPA, like the mari-
time border dispute, thus became a lightning rod for more diffused anxieties about the future 
not only of Lošinj but also of Croatia more generally—about sovereignty at its most macro 
and most micro levels. In these various contests, maps of the sea both reflected and furthered 
debates about where and how to redraw borders in a former imperial shatterzone.

Conclusions
As I have explored, bodies of water like the Adriatic have served as both fluid/elastic and 
rigid/inelastic borderlands in southeastern Europe depending on the historical moment and 
context. The symbolic geography that juxtaposes “maritime” or “coastal” cultures with those 
of the interior or karstic hinterland has played important roles in identity formation in a 
region in which anthropogeographic assumptions about peoples mapping onto specific en-
vironments and territories have been salient since at least the late eighteenth century. Despite 
this, the growing body of literature devoted to Europe’s southern and eastern border zones 
has focused on terrestrial borders more than watery ones. This points to a larger “continen-
tal” bias in historical writing on the modern era.67

Faced with this continental bias and the historical baggage of a symbolic geography 
that has positioned Slavs as “squatters” along the Adriatic coastline, intellectuals from the 
area along the northeastern Adriatic have often turned their backs on the sea and embraced 
continental, terrestrial identities or, at the very least, have expressed ambivalence toward an 
Adriatic/Mediterranean identity. Indeed, the place of the sea in Croatian national identity 
has occasioned considerable scholarly debate.68 Despite the importance of coastal tourism 
to the republic of Croatia in the socialist federation of Yugoslavia, for example, the so-called 
“Adriatic Orientation” often proved “inconsistent with the views and interests of the centre 
of power, far from the sea.”69 Likewise, studies of the coast occupied a marginal place within 
traditions of royalist and socialist Yugoslav ethnography, a lacuna that Croatian anthropolo-
gists have begun to challenge in recent years.

In this article, I have sought to demonstrate the scholarly purchase in attending to the 
maritime realms of Europe’s eastern borderlands. The symbolic and political construction of 
the watery borderlands that I have discussed has much in common with that of terrestrial 
borderzones in the region. These symbolic geographies that have both informed and reflect-
ed political geographies have durable afterlives not just in the minds of scholars but also in 
the residents of these frontier regions, who may reproduce or challenge the cartographic and 
ethnographic maps that social actors in the region have themselves participated in mapping 
out historically. In the contemporary upper Adriatic, for instance, distinctions once used to 
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ethnically demarcate “Italians” from “Slavs” and to make claims about the territories that 
“rightfully” belonged to each of these groups increasingly serve as markers of “Croatian” and 
“Slovene” identity in the struggle to define the maritime and terrestrial borders between the 
countries. Processes such as post-socialist privatization and the politics of European Union 
membership provide new contexts in which such symbolic geographies are reconfigured. 
In all this, the sea continues to play a prominent role. While the symbolic uses to which the 
sea and coast are put prove quite elastic, the borders being drawn down the maps of the sea 
become increasingly inelastic.
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National Modernism in 
Post-Revolutionary Society
THE UKR AINIAN RENAISSANCE AND 
JEWISH REVIVAL, 1917–1930

Myroslav Shkandrij

In the early twentieth century two stateless peoples, Ukrainians and Jews, struggled to es-
tablish their cultural and political identities. Both were heavily concentrated in two mutu-
ally bordering empires—the Austro-Hungarian and Russian. Their increasing assertiveness 
during this time expressed itself in a growing number of publications, and a sharper focus 
in their literature and art on national self-representation and self-definition. One reflection 
of this assertiveness was the promotion of an identity that combined a modernist style with 
elements of the national tradition, a development that arguably reached its peak in Ukraine 
in the years immediately following the 1917 Revolution. Revolutionary Ukrainian society—
first the Ukrainian National Republic (UNR) in the years 1917–1920 and then the Soviet 
Ukrainian state from 1923 onward—conducted a policy of Ukrainianization that created 
what is often referred to as “the cultural renaissance.” Simultaneously the Jewish Kultur-Lige, 
which was headquartered in Kiev, pioneered a Jewish “cultural revival.” The two movements 
were connected: both came out of the Ukrainian Revolution, and both embraced modernism 
(often in its most radical, avant-garde forms). The emergence of this “national modernism” 
was an important aspect of post-revolutionary life, and one that offers the possibility of re-
conceptualizing cultural developments in the 1920s.

The collapse of the tsarist state provided Ukrainian and Jewish intellectuals with a hith-
erto unavailable opportunity to explore and develop the idea of their cultural uniqueness. At 
the same time, the rapid pace of revolutionary transformations demanded an immediate and 
radical reimagining of all identities, including the national-cultural. When Mykola Khvyl'ovy 
formed his organization VAPLITE (an acronym for “Free Academy of Proletarian Literature”) 
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and initiated the great Literary Discussion of 1925–1927, his aim was to accelerate the Ukrai-
nianization process, which had been proclaimed by the Soviet Ukrainian government in 1923 
and which, he felt, had stalled. But it was also to promote a new Ukrainian identity. How to 
achieve both these aims is the question that dominates his polemical pamphlets and fiction.1
These writings represent one of the best expressions of the yearning for the new in the litera-
ture of the ’20s, and inspired a vigorous debate over the future of Ukrainian culture. Khvyl'ovy 
argued that the culture had to be modern, European, and had to chart a course of its own, 
independent of Russia. This last, controversial call to escape Russian cultural hegemony has at-
tracted most of the critical and scholarly attention, while the party’s decision to close down the 
debate, VAPLITE’s dissolution, and the writer’s suicide in 1933 inevitably made him a martyr 
in the eyes of many commentators. By contrast, his attitude toward modernism’s aesthetic of 
rupture and renewal and its promise of a new community has been understudied.

Khvyl'ovy produced daring, innovative work in the immediate post-revolutionary 
years, especially two collections of short stories Syni etiudy (Blue Etudes, 1923) and Osin'
(Autumn, 1924). They already show evidence that the nation-building imperative, especially 
the articulation of a new national identity, was pulling him, as it was other writers (such as 
Pavlo Tychyna, the major poet of these years) toward historical allusions and narratives that 
could serve as allegories of the nation’s fate. As a result, Khvyl'ovy, like most other “revolu-
tionary” writers, found himself elaborating a modernist sensibility that both rejected tra-
ditionalism and continually invented ways of including and reconfiguring elements of the 
same national tradition. The ambivalent tone of these early stories emerges from the attempt 
to reconcile rejection of the past with historical references, to balance the rational with the 
intuitive, and to make the urban, as opposed to the rural, the stylistic matrix of a new culture.

World revolution was linked to the dream of modernity, access to the wider world, and 
to the triumph of justice. Many young people, such as Lev Kopelev, imagined that this world 
would have “no borders, no capitalists and no fascists at all,” and that Moscow, Kharkiv, and 
Kiev “would become just as enormous, just as well built, as Berlin, Hamburg, New York,” 
with skyscrapers, airplanes and dirigibles, streets full of automobiles and bicycles, workers 
and peasants in fine clothes, wearing hats and watches.2 Kopelev’s picture of the future was 
based on the assumption that modernity would be culturally Russian, perhaps uniformly so. 
These sentiments were echoed by others. Benedikt Livshits has described how he thought of 
David Burliuk and the early futurists: “[They] had destroyed poetical and painterly traditions 
and had founded a new aesthetics as stateless Martians, unconnected in any way with any na-
tionality, much less with our planet.”3 Khvyl'ovy described the early post-revolutionary years 
differently: “Some kind of joyful alarm grips my heart. I see my descendants and see with 
what envy they look at me—a contemporary and eyewitness of my Eurasian renaissance. Just 
think, only a few years and such achievements. . . . What wonderful prospects appear in the 
future for this country, when these courageous innovators finally overcome the inertia of the 
centuries.”4 It was not material but cultural achievements that inspired him, and his focus 
was not on some abstract, borderless, geographical space, but on Ukraine (“this country”) 
as the trailblazer of a new culture (“my Eurasian renaissance”). However, his excitement and 
fervor resemble Kopelev’s. In his memoirs another Ukrainian writer of the ’20s, Yurii Smoly-
ch, reflects this fervent faith in the arrival of the new: “This generation was called to liquidate 
the ruins of the war period and to create the first beginnings of the new way of life. And this 
took place at the break of two epochs—the destruction of the old worldly, reactionary norms 
and customs and the search for new customs and norms.”5
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What fascinates in this creative excitement is the combination of the revolutionary 
and national. A vehement rejection of the past was linked to the belief that the modern 
would be built on the release of long-suppressed, untapped national energies. The structure 
of Khvylovy’s stories is built on this kind of “argument.” His protagonists have often emerged 
from the whirlwind of revolutionary ideas and find themselves thrown into confusion by the 
horrors of the revolution. They are dissatisfied with revolutionary society, but find no inspi-
ration in the prerevolutionary world, which they associate with symbolism and aestheticism, 
particularly the search for self-knowledge and retreat from the world. These protagonists 
suffer from arrested inner growth. Divorced from their surroundings, they focus obsessively 
on a beautiful illusion—the distant future in which the dreams of many past generations will 
become reality. However, the path to this future is blocked. The vision recedes year after year, 
and is eventually entirely blotted out by the corruptions of urban civilization. People from 
the countryside who have thrown in their lot with the revolution bring freshness, innocence, 
and idealism to the construction of revolutionary society, but soon succumb to the city’s ste-
rility and cynicism. Their vitality and excitement are extinguished. The loss of faith is caused 
in large part by the blocking of the national cultural movement, which authorities treat as 
something embarrassing or even evil. As a result, Ukrainian protagonists develop a feeling 
of self-hatred. The same message is carried in his polemical pamphlets, in which Khvyl'ovy 
challenged young people to create a cultural renaissance.

There is an underlying pull of mythic structures in the stories and pamphlets: illusions are 
destroyed by reality, heroism is disappointed by cowardice, and idealism is stifled by cynicism. 
Because of this, the stories can be given allegorical or symbolic readings, to which the pam-
phlets hold the interpretative key. The individual who is unable to tell his story openly can be 
seen as the nation that is not allowed to express itself, whose dream of cultural development has 
been dashed. In this way, the fictional works recount a familiar tale of national oppression and 
the need for emancipation, albeit in a fragmented and mysteriously allusive modernist style.

Nonetheless, the writer remained a caustic critic of conservative and populist views. 
He probed darkness at the heart of the village idyll, explored disturbing and anarchic forces 
in the human psyche, and exposed clichés such as romantic love. Like much of the literature 
and art of the early post-revolutionary period, Khvyl'ovy’s writings show an aversion to pop-
ulism and a refusal to embrace ethnographic traditions uncritically. Inspired by a vision of a 
blended social and national liberation, and by the prospect of introducing a new Ukrainian 
culture onto the world stage, his writings draw sustenance from the palingenetic myth (the 
idea of rebirth, regeneration, revival) that has been widely observed in twentieth-century 
modernism. The crucial concept is that of genesis. Both artists and writers sought to identify 
key elements out of which the culture had been formed. Thus the writers who contributed 
to the Vaplite journal and to the next journal formed by Khvyl'ovy, Literaturnyi iarmarok
(December 1928–February 1930) searched for elements of the cultural code that represented 
the national experience and identity as it had evolved over the centuries. They examined ar-
chetypal forms, characters, canonical images and works, and then recoded these into a new 
format and a new identity. Abstraction and the investigation of fundamental concepts played 
an important role—whether in literature, painting, or theatre. The search for the “grammati-
cal structure” of national identity became analogous to experimentation with pure color and 
form in painting, or with the search for basic patterns of sound and meaning in poetry, which 
were also typical of the avant-garde in the twenties. It was thought that, once discovered, 
these basic elements could by some mysterious alchemy be transformed into a new synthesis.
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Others negotiated attitudes to the past in similarly ambiguous ways. The example of 
art is particularly instructive. Alexandra Exter’s studio in Kiev in the years 1917–1920 was a 
good example of the modernist transformation of tradition. It blended cubo-futurism, con-
structivism, and folk-primitivism in innovative ways. Her interest in arts and crafts at this 
time led to collaboration with artists like Evheniia Prybyl's'ka and Nina Henke, who devel-
oped workshops in which local women mass-produced textiles and other products using 
patterns inspired both by folk motifs and by Suprematist art. These were shown in major 
exhibitions in Moscow and Paris to great acclaim. Exter’s studio educated many important 
artists, including leading Jewish figures like Boris Aronson, Isaak Rabinovich, Nisson Shi-
frin, and Oleksandr (Aleksandr) Tyshler, and was visited by many figures from Moscow 
and Petrograd who found themselves in Kiev at the time, such as Illia Ehrenburg, Benedikt 
Livshits, Osip Mandelshtem, Viktor Shklovsky, and Natan Vengrov. Kazimir Malevich’s Su-
prematist art can also be seen as a kind of recreation in an abstract and mystical key of the an-
cient and ethnographic; and Mykhailo Boichuk’s monumentalist or neo-Byzantinist school 
also turned to national sources in its search for primitive, ethnographic, or folk features. 
This school came out of the thrilling “rediscovery” in prerevolutionary years of the icon as 
not only a popular but also a sophisticated form that could be linked to cubist and avant-
garde experimentation. The artist turned to the icon and folk arts for national forms, and 
attempted to crystallize these traditional elements into a modern synthesis and a national 
style. Other artists, who were not part of the avant-garde, were also feeding this interest in 
the past. Hryhorii Narbut and Vasyl Krychevs'ky, for example, were famous for translating 
ornamental images into modern graphic art, particularly in book design: Narbut reworked 
baroque images and Krychevs'ky folk art patterns. Like the “national modernist” writers 
grouped around Khvyl'ovy, they were guided by a desire to give old, often very ancient forms 
a new expression.

These writers and artists felt no dichotomy between “ethnic loyalty” and participation 
in international modernism. Their interest in the traditional aimed at uncovering deeper 
generative principles. Figures like Alexander Archipenko, Kazimir Malevich, Alexandra Ex-
ter, and David Burliuk succeeded in bringing their discoveries to the international com-
munity. Like these artists, writers did not desire to remain strictly within the limits of their 
particular national tradition, but recognized the dialectical relationship between the national 
and international.

Abstracting, translating, or transforming tradition into modernist form became some-
thing of an obsession in Ukrainian culture in the following decades, and a major part of the 
continuing search for self-definition. In the forties, for example, Sviatoslav Hordyns'ky, an 
artist, poet, and critic who began exhibiting and writing in L'viv (then part of the Polish 
state) in the thirties before moving to the United States, contributed an article to Ukrainske 
mystetstvo: Almanakh II (Ukrainian Art: Almanac II) in which he argued for an abstract 
national art in terms very close to those used in the early twenties. He wrote that interna-
tional modernism’s interest in form had compelled twentieth-century Ukrainian artists to 
abandon historical styles and genre painting and forced them to study the compositional 
techniques and colors of their own popular traditions. The “strong, formalist features of the 
old Ukrainian art, its anti-naturalism” allowed them to create in an abstract manner that 
simultaneously echoed traditional forms.6 He singled out Boichuk’s school of the 1920s as 
an exemplary synthesis of traditionalism and formalism, and thought that the search for this 
synthesis continued to drive many contemporary artists.
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A comparison with the key concepts of the Jewish revival is revealing. In the years 
1918–1920 Kiev’s Kultur-Lige championed the idea of a secular Yiddish culture that would 
be international and modern. Created on 9 January 1918, the organization had established 
120 branches throughout Ukraine by the end of the year. Eponymous organizations were 
created in Petrograd, the Crimea, Minsk, Grodny, Vilnius, Bialystok, Chernowets (Roma-
nia; today’s Chernivtsi in Ukraine), Moscow, Rostov-on-Don, and the far-eastern cities of 
Chita, Irkutsk, and Harbin. When at the end of 1920 the Kiev center came under Bolshevik 
control, some members left in order to reproduce the organization in Warsaw in 1921 and 
Berlin in 1922. A Kultur-Lige was created in Riga (Latvia) in 1922, New York and Chicago in 
1926, Bucharest in 1931, and Mexico and Argentina in 1935. The Ukrainian organization was 
the largest and strongest in the years 1918–1920, and provided the model for developments 
elsewhere. Claims were made for its having “four evening folk universities, twelve grammar 
schools, twenty large libraries with reading rooms, seventy kindergartens and orphanages, 
forty evening programs, ten playing fields, three gymnasiums [high schools], twenty dramatic 
circles, choruses, and troupes.”7 The organization opened art studios, an art museum, a teach-
ers’ seminary, and a Jewish People’s University. In 1918 its press accounted for over 40 percent 
of all titles in Yiddish produced in the lands of the former empire.8 The literary section in-
cluded leading modernists like Yehezkiel Dobrushin, Dovyd Bergelson, Der Nister (Pinkhas 
Kaganovich), Dovyd Gofshteyn, Leib Kvitko, and Nakhman Maizil, while its artistic section 
boasted many outstanding avant-gardists like Aronson, Tyshler, Rabinovich, Mark Epshtein, 
Solomon Nikritin, Abram Manevych, Isaak Rabichev, and Issachar-Ber Ryback. Other artists 
like El (Eliezer) Lissitzky, Sarra Shor, Joseph Chaikov, David Shterenberg, Polina Khentova, 
and Mark Sheikhel moved to Kiev to join the movement. Marc Chagall contributed illustra-
tions to its publications. Kiev in fact became the center of an international Jewish avant-garde 
art. The book graphic art produced in these years is today universally admired precisely for 
the blending of modernism and national tradition that it was able to achieve. Two major art 
exhibitions were held in Kiev (in 1920 and 1922) and another in New York (in 1924).

Kultur-Lige’s growth and the Jewish cultural revival took place against the background 
of the 1917–1920 Revolution. The revolutionary Ukrainian government (initially the Central 
Rada, later the Ukrainian National Republic or UNR) approved a multicultural policy, offer-
ing support in particular to the Jewish, Polish, and Russian minorities. They were granted 
cultural autonomy, representation at the ministerial level, and state funding for cultural de-
velopment. The Rada was aware that the urban population was often less than one-third 
Ukrainian (with Russian, Jews, or Poles making up the majority) and sought an alliance 
with the Jewish population to bolster its support in crucial urban areas. The Ukrainian intel-
ligentsia saw Jewish cultural development as an ally in the struggle to reverse the process of 
Russification that was tsarism’s legacy.

The Kultur-Lige was formed in Kiev a day before the UNR’s law on national-personal 
autonomy was proclaimed on 9 January 1918. The organization’s statute was approved on 
15 January. Its creation was supported by a coalition of Jewish socialist parties: the Bund, 
Fareinigte, Poale Zion, and Folkspartei (United Jewish Socialist Workers’ Party). Since Moisei 
Zilberfarb, the Central Rada’s Minister of Jewish Affairs, was in the Kultur-Lige’s leadership, 
the organization was effectively an auxiliary organ of the Ministry. The Kultur-Lige continued 
to expand its activities under Hetmanate rule (from April to November 1918 Pavlo Skoropad-
ky ruled as Hetman with German backing), when it “assumed the role of the organ of Jewish 
autonomy in Ukraine.”9 At this time it created the university, including a major library and a 



National Modernism in Post-Revolutionary Society 443

program of extramural education. The university began operating after a circular on national 
higher education allowing “teaching in the languages used in schools” was promulgated on 5 
August by the Minister of Education and Art. When the UNR government returned to Kiev 
under the leadership of the Directory (November 1918–January 1919), lecturers from the 
Kultur-Lige’s teacher-training school in Kiev formed the Department of Education in its Min-
istry of Jewish Affairs. The Kultur-Lige therefore embodied the concept of cultural autonomy 
under successive Ukrainian governments, receiving financial support from them, while at 
the same time also raising its own funds. In 1918 it employed around 260 people, and of the 
21 individuals on its governing board three were ministers in the governments of the UNR. 
When the organization was brought under the control of the Communist Party in December 
1920, the original leadership was squeezed out. By 1922 all branches throughout Ukraine had 
been subordinated to the Evsektsii (the Jewish Sections of the Commissariat of Education). 
Initially the Bolsheviks supported aspects of the Kultur-Lige’s work, such as the university 
and theatres, but the Jewish sections of the Bolshevik Party argued that the Kultur-Lige was a 
class enemy and nationalist. More to the point, the Kultur-Lige presented a rival to the Jewish 
sections, which wanted exclusive control over organized Jewish cultural life.10 The collapse of 
the UNR government was accompanied by the terrible wave of pogroms in 1919, in which 
troops ostensibly loyal to this government participated. These pogroms did much to destroy 
the Ukrainian–Jewish rapprochement, and encouraged some Jews to support the Bolsheviks.

In spite of its short existence, the Kultur-Lige achieved astonishing successes, includ-
ing the development of a network of Jewish schools throughout Ukraine, a flowering of Yid-
dish literature, and the creation of an avant-garde art of international fame. Even after the 
Soviet takeover, many aspects of its work continued under other names. The music school 
was sponsored by a trade union organization; the major library in Kiev continued to func-
tion under other names; the art school was active until 1931; the Kultur-Lige’s Jewish theatre 
began working in Kharkiv in 1924; and the publishing house continued using the organiza-
tion’s name until the end of the twenties.

It is hard to convey today how thrilling the vision of a cultural rebirth was to partici-
pants. In his memoirs Arthur Golomb, who lived in Kiev in the years 1917–1921 describes 
how in January of 1918, as the Bolsheviks began to sow disorder in Kiev and the Red Army 
commenced an artillery bombardment of the Ukrainian capital from the left bank of the 
Dnipro, he was running down the street to the Jewish student kitchen when he met Zelig 
Melamed, who called out: “It’s ready!” He had in his pocket the statute of the Kultur-Lige. 
Both friends were so excited by the news that they stood up, entirely forgetting the danger 
and ignoring the flying bullets and the roar of the cannonade.11

The organization saw Yiddish, the language spoken by most Jews in Central and East-
ern Europe, as the “natural” expression of Jewish life, and support for Yiddish as a turn to the 
creativity of the masses. It aimed at the creation of a new culture that would synthesize the 
universal and national, and that would unite the diaspora “from Moscow to New York and 
from London to Johannesburg,” giving Yiddish-speaking Jews, who had no country of their 
own, a spiritual home wherever they found themselves.

The new culture was to be modern. For some this meant that it should be politically 
leftist and activist. Perets Markish, a leading figure in Kiev’s Yiddish revival, who moved 
to Warsaw and then to Moscow in the thirties, was remarkably pro-Soviet, even after the 
regime repressed the Kultur-Lige. However, other members of the organization were not. 
When the Kiev organization was shut down, some of the main figures like I. I. Zinger, Moisei 
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Zilberfarb, Zelig Melamed, and Nakhmen Mayzel Maizil moved to Warsaw, hoping that this 
city would become the base of a Yiddish cultural flowering and that Jews in Poland would 
be granted the same cultural autonomy as they had received from the Ukrainian govern-
ment.12 Here, and wherever the members of the Kiev Kultur-Lige moved, they promoted 
their dream of a new but archetypically Jewish culture, a national sensibility that was modern 
(even avant-gardist), secular, progressive, and global.

The artistic section perhaps provided the clearest expression of national modernist the-
ory and style. Several artists had been involved in the search for cultural roots in the prerevo-
lutionary years. Natan Altman had in 1913 copied ancient tombstones on Jewish cemeteries in 
Shepetivka; Isakhar-Ber Rybak and El Lissitsky had in 1915 made drawings of the interiors of 
ancient synagogues in Right-Bank Ukraine; 
Solomon Yudovkin had taken over 1,500 
photographs of pinkas (Jewish community 
books); Chaikov, Elman, and Kratko had 
studied Jewish embossed silver. The motiva-
tion in each case was the development of an 
art that drew on tradition in order to rework 
archetypal forms. In the Kultur-Lige period 
these same artists attempted to translate the 
traditional into an avant-garde idiom with 
the idea of abstract form as its purest expres-
sion. The approach was defended by Boris 
Aronson and Isakhar-Ber Rybak in an influ-
ential article published in 1919 in the Kiev 
journal Oyfgang (Dawn), which criticized 
the idea of an art focused on recognizably 
Jewish themes. Instead, the authors argued, 
the national could best be explored by ex-
amining formal qualities, such as the use of 
color and rhythm, and traditional ornamen-
tal patterns. The ensuing discussion on this 
subject evolved into an entire discourse in 
which Jewish journals in Berlin, Moscow, 
Lodz, and Vilnius participated.

Aronson developed this view in 
Sovremennaia evreiskaia grafika (Contem-
porary Jewish Graphic Art, 1924), which 
he published in Berlin. He elaborated the 
concept of a Jewish art based on specifically 
Jewish forms of ornamentation, composi-
tional qualities, and archetypal imagery, all 

Joseph Chaikov, cover for Baginen (Begin-
nings), no. 1 (Kiev, 1919). Located in Musée 
d’art et d’histoire du Judaisme, Paris.
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of which, he felt, could already be found “in 
the distant sources of ethnography and in 
the first manuscript publications of sacred 
books.”13 A Jewish art, in his opinion, could 
be distilled from the entire range of ob-
jects that were used in rituals and daily life. 
However, the distillation could not be mere 
copying or stylization; it had to be a new in-
dividualization, as practiced by artists like 
Altman and Chagall, who had shown how 
popular elements could be transformed into 
unique and original combinations. By the 
time the book appeared, Aronson already 

felt that the search for a new national style had failed. Not only had the Kiev Kultur-Lige’s 
great experiment been cut short, but a different artistic sensibility was ascendant—one that 
stressed dynamism, mechanics, and fragmentation, and seemed to deny the possibility of 
stable, recurring forms. However, he still claimed “one priceless achievement” for the earlier 
inspiration: “it enlivened a whole range of historical materials, blew the dust from the living 
face of grave stones, animated with warmth the relations between tradition and craft.”14 The 
traditional and ethnographic, he still maintained, could be reworked into a modernist idiom. 
In fact this combination was now in vogue, since primitivism had been widely embraced as 
one of modernism’s programmatic features.

John Bowlt has emphasized the contradiction between loyalty to the community and 
commitment to the international art world, arguing that the attempt to create an interna-
tional style in architecture and the plastic arts had to win out. According to him, these artists

. . . [sympathized] with the sincere attempts of their linguistic colleagues to accelerate the ap-
plication of Esperanto. In the immediate context of Jewish art and the Russian avant-garde, this 
argument held a particular logic: few modern Jewish artists derived all their artistic inspiration 
from the patriarchal traditions of Jewish culture observed in the tortured environment of the 
shtetl, although, certainly, Chagall, Ryback, and Yudovkin did. In many cases, they attempted to 
interweave these traditions with the aesthetic systems of Cubism, Futurism, Suprematism, etc.15

This line of argumentation misses a crucial point: for many of these artists the road to an in-
ternational style or abstraction passed through the national. After all, why should this route 
be any less acceptable than the exploration of “exotic” African or Polynesian art?

Mark Epstein, “The Cellist” (also called 
“Cubist Composition”), 1920. Epstein was a 
product of the O. Murashko and the A. Exter 
studios in Kyiv. He was a leader of the Kultur-
Lige’s art section in Kyiv and illustrated many 
of its books. The National Museum of Art, 
Kyiv. From Hillel Kazovsky, ed., Kultur-Lige: 
Artistic Avant-Garde of the 1920s and the 1930s
(Kyiv: Dukh i litera, 2007), p. 88.
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In the early Kultur-Lige years Aronson felt that Jewish folk traditions could be fused 
with contemporary art “to create a modern Jewish plastic art which seeks its own organic 
national form, color and rhythm.”16 This suggested a Jewish path to abstraction. Rybak and 
Aronson in the above-mentioned article of 1919 argued that even if the artist’s work was suc-
cessful internationally, it would still reveal the specific spiritual construction and emotions 
of the creator’s milieu and the national element in its style, structure, and organization. How-
ever, at the same time, these leaders of Kultur-Lige believed that “traditional shtetl life was 
atrophied and a modern, secular, national culture should replace it. The role of art was to give 
aesthetic definition to new national and cultural longings.”17 Under the impact of Bolshevik 
pressure, the emphasis on national specificity was gradually removed. Abstraction came to 
mean not the refinement of a particular tradition, but the erasure of recognizable traditions 
and the embracing instead of a universalism that masked or denied national specificity.

The practical application of these theoretical premises can be seen in the work of many 
artists. Mark Epstein’s cubist compositions, such as The Cello-Player (1920) and Family Group 
(1919–1920), or Joseph Chaikov’s The Seamstress (1922), Soyfer (The Scribe, 1922), and The 
Violin-Player (1922) treat traditional themes in a Cubist manner. Rybak’s decorative forms, 
such as his Sketch for the Almanac Eygns (Native, 1920) give a modern graphic interpretation 
of the forms he had copied from synagogue murals and carved tombstones. And the now 
famous book illustrations from 1917–1924 by El Lissitsky, Rybak, and Sarra Shor represent 
an avant-garde graphic art inspired by Jewish folk arts. These represented not a clash between 
the old and new, but a new aesthetic consciousness created by mingling tradition and mod-
ernism. There were, of course, works in which the tension between the old and new worlds 
was emphasized, as in Joseph Chaikov’s image for the cover of the magazine Baginen (Begin-
nings, 1919). It depicts the artist with one eye open to the future and a second closed to the 
past, blind to the rural world he has left behind.18

The theorizing of the Ukrainian “renaissance” and the Jewish “revival” throw light on 
both movements. The literature and art of one finds analogous works in the other. This is to 
be expected, since there were often strong bonds between individuals in both groups, and 
both movements were inspired by the international avant-garde. Many artists had spent time 
abroad (especially in Paris, Munich, and Berlin) in prerevolutionary years. They had often 
come through the same art schools, in particular the Kiev Art School, Oleksandr Murashko’s 
Art School, Alexandra Exter’s studio, and Boichuk’s studio of monumental art in the Ukrai-
nian Academy of Arts (an institution that went through two name changes in the 1920s). 
They exhibited together in the earliest avant-garde exhibitions within the Russian empire (in 
Kiev, Moscow, and Petrograd) and continued to work together, both in the years 1917–1924, 
when the Kultur-Lige was most active, and later.

There were also numerous contacts between Ukrainian and Jewish writers at this time. 
Pavlo Tychyna and Leib Kvitko are a frequently cited example. Tychyna learned Yiddish and 
translated Kvitko’s verse into Ukrainian, while Kvitko translated Tychyna into Yiddish. Ty-
chyna’s successful translation initiated translations into Russian and over 20 other languages. 
By the end of the thirties a hundred books by Kvitko had appeared in Yiddish, along with 30 
translations each in Ukrainian and Russian. The author’s works would disappear from book-
stores and libraries when he was arrested and killed in 1952. Kvitko was also a member of 
VAPLITE, and, like Khvyl'ovy, made a spirited criticism of the Communist Party’s control of 
literature in 1929. Yurii Smolych was a close friend of the Yiddish writer Der Nister (Pinkhus 
Kahanovych). Both came from Western Ukraine. During the 1905 pogrom, Smolych’s fam-
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ily hid some Jewish families. In the twenties Smolych and Der Nister regularly attended and 
discussed Yiddish and Ukrainian theater performances. In his memoirs written in the sixties 
the Ukrainian writer looks back fondly on this time, although in order to please the censors 
his account alternatively veers between supporting non-Russian cultures and denouncing 
any attachment to them as “nationalistic.” Even this carefully filtered version was criticized. 
One editor insisted that Smolych expunge his call for a revival of Jewish theater in Ukraine, 
reports of Der Nister’s negative attitude toward the creation of the Birobidzhan Jewish au-
tonomous region, and complaints about Soviet antisemitism.19

A third frequently cited friendship is that between the outstanding theatre director Les 
Kurbas and the famous actor Solomon Mikhoels. In 1933, Kurbas was dismissed from the 
innovative Berezil theatre in Kharkiv, which he had taken from success to success for over a 
decade. Mikhoels invited him to work in Moscow’s GOSET (State Jewish Theater). Kurbas, 
who spoke Yiddish and had long maintained close contacts with Jewish theatres, enjoyed this 
collaboration, which produced King Lear, one of the great Shakespeare productions of the 
1930s. Even though he was arrested on 26 December 1933 on his way to rehearsals, the pro-
duction that premiered on 10 February 1935, with Mikhoels in a starring role, bore Kurbas’s 
imprint.20 Kurbas was shot in a labor camp in 1937, Mikhoels in 1952.

In his memoirs Smolych argues that in the twenties many Jews were “native speakers” 
of Ukrainian. They came from small Ukrainian towns and villages, and had only a faulty 
knowledge of Russian. The post-Stalin generation of Jews, according to Smolych, grew up 
without speaking Ukrainian and was prejudiced against the language. “Along the way,” he 
writes, “we lost a good colleague in our cultural process.”21 In the twenties many Jews made 
major contributions to the development of Ukrainian literature, art, cinema, and scholar-
ship. Olena Kurylo, a leading linguist, was an expert on Ukrainian dialects and folklore, and 
helped to codify the orthography in 1928–1929. Osyp Hermaize was a prominent historian 
and became one of the 45 accused in the great SVU (Union for the Liberation of Ukraine) 
show-trial of 1930, which was accompanied by the arrest of thousands of Ukrainian intel-
lectuals. (The SVU, a supposed terrorist organization, was entirely dreamed up by the se-
cret police.) Abram Leites, Samiilo Shchupak, Volodymyr Koriak, and Yarema Aizenshtok 
were leading critics. The first produced an important bibliography and anthology of critical 
materials that for many decades remained the best source on the writers of the twenties; 
the last prepared the complete edition of Shevchenko’s diary, as well as numerous studies of 
Ukrainian writers and folklore. Accused of Ukrainian nationalism, he was forced to move 
to Leningrad.22 Numerous writers of Jewish origin made names for themselves in Ukrainian 
literature in the twenties. The most prominent among them were Leonid Pervomaisky (Illia 
Hurevych), Sava Holovanivsky, Ivan (Izrail) Kulyk, Aron Kopshtein, and Raisa Troianker.

National modernism as a literary and artistic current was strongly in evidence in the 
twenties, but was most forcefully articulated by Khvyl'ovy on behalf of VAPLITE and by Ar-
onson on behalf of Kultur-Lige. The Ukrainian and Jewish modernists associated with these 
groups saw the new literature and art as an expression of national identity, and attempted to 
theorize it accordingly. Their rhetoric and imagery were often aggressive. They left no doubt 
that the past was guilty: it bore responsibility for the catastrophic present. However, they 
simultaneously argued that, because the tsarist past had oppressed, denied, or marginalized 
national culture, its repressed energies and unexplored potential could be used to create new, 
popular and progressive artistic forms. Utopianism and faith in the future were a part of this 
modernism, but the local was the vehicle for reaching this future.
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In the twentieth century’s early decades the explosion of modernity simultaneously trans-
formed millions of Ukrainians and Jews in analogous ways. In response to this development, 
both national revivals aimed at developing secular cultures that accepted European genres and 
modes of discourse, but simultaneously infused them with elements of their own tradition. A 
key to understanding the semiotics of this art lies in the cultural discourse out of which it grew.
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Carpathian Rus'
INTERETHNIC COEXISTENCE 
WITHOUT VIOLENCE

Paul Robert Magocsi

The phenomenon of borderlands together with the somewhat related concept of marginal-
ity are topics that in recent years have become quite popular as subjects of research among 
humanists and social scientists. At a recent scholarly conference in the United States I was 
asked to provide the opening remarks for an international project concerned with “exploring 
the origins and manifestations of ethnic (and related forms of religious and social) violence 
in the borderland regions of east-central, eastern, and southeastern Europe.”1 I felt obliged to 
begin with an apologetic explanation because, while the territory I was asked to speak about 
is certainly a borderland in the time frame under consideration—1848 to the present—it has 
been remarkably free of ethnic, religious, and social violence. Has there never been contro-
versy in this borderland territory that was provoked by ethnic, religious, and social factors? 
Yes, there has been. But have these factors led to interethnic violence? The answer is no.

The territory in question is Carpathian Rus', which, as will become clear, is a land of 
multiple borders. Carpathian Rus' is not, however, located in an isolated peripheral region; 
rather, it is located in the center of the European continent as calculated by geographers in-
terested in such questions during the second half of the nineteenth century.2

What, then, is Carpathian Rus' and where is it located specifically? Since it is not, 
and has never been, an independent state or even an administrative entity, one will be hard 
pressed to find Carpathian Rus' on maps of Europe. In that sense it is like many other Euro-
pean lands—Lapland, Kashubia, Euskal Herria/Basque Land, Occitanie, Ladinia, to name a 
few—a territorial entity that is defined by the ethnolinguistic characteristics of the majority 
of its inhabitants and not by political or administrative borders. Using the intellectual buzz-
words of our day, Carpathian Rus' is a classic construct. Some skeptics would even say it is 
an “imagined community” or, at best, a construct or project still in the making.3 What we 
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have in mind, however, is something quite concrete; namely, a geographically contiguous 
territory which at the outset of the twentieth century (when census data was still relatively 
reliable) included nearly 1,100 villages and some small towns in which at least 50 percent of 
the inhabitants were Carpatho-Rusyns.4 Of the two component parts of the territory’s name, 
Carpathian refers to the mountains which cover much of the land surface; Rus' refers to the 
ethnicity and traditional Eastern Christian religious orientation of the territory’s majority 
East Slavic population whose historic ethnonym is Rusnak or Rusyn. That population will be 
referred to here as Carpatho-Rusyn, a term that reflects the group’s geographic location and 
ethnic characteristics.

Carpathian Rus' is a borderland of borders (see map 1 above). Through or along its 
periphery cross geographic, political, religious, and ethnolinguistic boundaries. Geographi-
cally, the crest of the Carpathian mountains forms a watershed, so that the inhabitants on the 
northern slopes are drawn by natural as well as man-made facilities toward the Vistula-San 
basins of the Baltic Sea. The inhabitants on the southern slopes are, by contrast, geographi-
cally part of the Danubian Basin and plains of Hungary.

Politically, during the long nineteenth century (1770s–1918), Carpathian Rus' was 
within one state, the Habsburg Monarchy, although it was divided between that empire’s 
Austrian and Hungarian “halves” by the crests of the Carpathians. Since 1918, its territory 
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has been divided among several states: Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, the Soviet Union, 
Ukraine, and Slovakia, and for a short period Nazi Germany and Hungary (see map 2).

Carpathian Rus' is located along the great borderland divide between Eastern and 
Western Christianity, spheres which some scholars have described as Slavia Orthodoxa
and Slavia Romana.5 Most of the region’s Rusnak/Rusyn inhabitants fall within the Eastern 
Christian sphere, although they are in turn divided more or less evenly between adherents of 
Greek Catholicism and Orthodoxy. Nor is the religious landscape limited to Greek Catholic 
and Orthodox Christians, since traditionally within and along the borders of Carpathian 
Rus' there have lived Roman Catholics, Protestants (Reformed Calvinists and a lesser num-
ber of Evangelical Lutherans), and a large concentration of Jews of varying orientations: Or-
thodox (Misnagdim), Reformed, but most importantly Hasidim.

Carpathian Rus' is also an ethnolinguistic borderland. All of Europe’s major ethno-
linguistic groups converge in Carpathian Rus', whose territory marks the farthest western 
extent of the East Slavic world and is bordered by speakers of three completely different lan-
guage groups: West Slavic (Poles and Slovaks), Finno-Ugric (Magyars), and Romance (Ro-
manians). The Germanic languages have also been a feature of the territory’s culture, since 
until 1945 ethnic Germans (Spish and Carpathian Germans) and a large number of Yiddish-
speaking Jews lived in towns and cities and also in the rural countryside of Carpathian Rus' .

CARPATHIAN RUS’:  POLITICAL CHANGE SINCE 1918

Copyright © by Paul Robert Magocsi
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Finally, there is another border that runs through Carpathian Rus' that to date has re-
ceived no attention in scholarly or popular literature but is nonetheless of great significance. 
I refer to what might be called the socio-climatic border or, more prosaically, the tomato and 
grape line. It is through a good part of Carpathian Rus' that the northern limit for tomato 
and grape (wine) cultivation is found. Whereas tomato-based dishes are the norm in tradi-
tional cuisine south of the line, before the mid-twentieth century that vegetable was virtually 
unknown to the Rusyns and other groups living along the upper slopes of the Carpathians. 
The lack of grapes and wine cultivation north of the tomato-grape line has had a profound 
impact on the social psychology of the inhabitants of Carpathian Rus'. A warmer climate and 
café culture has promoted human interaction and social tolerance among Rusyns and others 
to the south. By contrast, those living farther north are apt to spend less time outdoors, and 
when they do interact in social situations the environment is frequently dominated by the 
use of hard alcohol that in excess provokes behavior marked by extremes of opinion, short 
tempers, and physical violence. Like all attempts at defining social or national “characteris-
tics,” the above assessment is based largely on impressionistic observation and, therefore, is 
liable to oversimplification.6 Nevertheless, further empirical research should be carried out 
to define more precisely the exact location of tomato and grape cultivation, to describe the 
resultant interregional differentiation in food and drink, and more importantly, to determine 
how those differences affect the social psychology of the Rusyns and other inhabitants of 
Carpathian Rus'.

Carpathian Rus', therefore, certainly qualifies as a borderland par excellence. How, 
then, does it relate to the following themes: (1) the use of multiple constructs to define iden-
tity; (2) the development of ethnic and national identities; (3) the role of the state; and (4) the 
historic context of ethnic violence?

Multiple Constructs to Define Identity
Elsewhere, I developed a conceptual model for analyzing national movements among state-
less peoples that contrasts the idea of a hierarchy of multiple identities with a framework 
of mutually exclusive identities.7 The case study to which I applied this model concerned 
Ukrainians during the long nineteenth century, although I believe it can also be used to un-
derstand the evolution of most other stateless peoples in Europe.

I would argue that having multiple identities is the norm for most individuals in devel-
oped and developing societies. In other words, each individual has several potential identi-
ties from which to choose: a village, town, or city of residence; a region or state; a religious 
orientation; a language and/or ethnic group. Some of us also have strong loyalties and iden-
tity with the university we attended (there was a time when someone from Harvard was 
indeed different from a graduate from Yale or Princeton, not to mention a graduate from a 
state university), or with the clubs to which we belong, or with our sexual preference, espe-
cially if it is not heterosexual. Then there is identification with leisure activities, hobbies, and 
preferences, such as sports clubs, etc.

By way of illustration, may I be permitted a personal note. I can remember growing up 
in a part of New Jersey just opposite that state’s largest suburb, New York City. Immersed in 
that environment, I had one primary identity. Whenever asked, I responded I was a Brooklyn 
Dodger fan—more precisely a vicarious Brooklyn Dodger.8 This was a clear identity asso-
ciated with certain personality traits that were demonstrably different from someone who 
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identified with the rival New York Giants and the hated New York Yankees. Because my 
parents and grandparents were still alive, I had as yet no experience with personal loss, and 
my first such experience came in 1957, when the Dodgers left Brooklyn. In a sense, when I 
was 12 years old my “national” identity was taken away, not by some governmental decree 
or by planned ethnocide, but by greedy businessmen who saw that a bigger buck could be 
made by going to a foreign country—Los Angeles. The point is that it is perfectly normal for 
individuals to have more than one identity, and that the decision about which one to choose 
depends on the circumstances in which an answer to the question is needed. Put another 
way, situational identity is the handmaiden of multiple identities.

For self-proclaimed members of a nationalist intelligentsia, the very idea of multiple 
identities is an anathema. What in most circumstances might seem a normal phenomenon—
such as a resident of pre–World War II Macedonia identifying as a Macedonian and Bulgar-
ian (or Macedono-Bulgarian), or a resident of nineteenth-century Ukraine as a Little Rus-
sian (or Ukrainian) and Russian—is totally unacceptable to nationality-builders, who feel it 
their duty to make persons aware of their belonging only to a single nationality, in this case 
Macedonian or Bulgarian, Ukrainian or Russian. Hence, national identities should not be 
viewed as part of a hierarchy of multiple loyalties; rather, national identities, and by corollary 
language use, must be mutually exclusive.

Much of the history of Carpathian Rus' from 1848 to the present is a story of how the 
local nationalist intelligentsia has struggled—often in vain—against the natural tendency of 
the local Carpatho-Rusyn inhabitants to maintain more than one identity or, in some cases, 
no national identity at all. In the eyes of the nationalist intelligentsia, such persons are unen-
lightened, assimilationists, or, worse still, enemies of the nationalist cause.

The Development of National and Ethnic Identities
Questions regarding national and ethnic identity began to be raised in Carpathian Rus' dur-
ing the 1830s and 1840s. The year 1848 was an important turning point for those discussions. 
During the next two decades Carpatho-Rusyns experienced their first national awakening.9

Theirs was a classic national awakening—albeit on a small scale—of the central and east-
ern European variety. A small group of intellectuals, what we now call the nationalist intel-
ligentsia, published the first books and newspapers in the native language; they founded 
organizations, village reading rooms, and schools in which the native culture and language 
were propagated; and they submitted petitions to the ruling Habsburg authorities calling for 
cultural and political autonomy based on territorial and/or corporate group rights.

To be sure, not all members of the intelligentsia—at the time they were mostly priests—
favored the idea of promoting the local East Slavic Rus' culture. Many preferred instead asso-
ciation with the dominant nationality of the state, which before 1918 meant identifying as a 
Hungarian or, in the case of Carpathian Rus' territory north of the mountain crests, as a Pole.

As for those who believed in the desirability of association with the East Slavic and 
Eastern Christian world, the road to a clear national identity remained fraught with obstacles. 
Like many intellectual leaders stemming from stateless peoples, Carpatho-Rusyn national 
activists lacked pride and confidence in their own culture. Hence, it seemed easier to associ-
ate with an already existing East Slavic nationality and language. In essence, during the first 
national awakening in Carpathian Rus' (ca. 1848–1868), national activists proclaimed them-
selves to be of the Russian or Great Russian nationality; they tried to use the Russian literary 
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language in their publications and for instruction in schools; and they tried to convince the 
local Rusyn inhabitants to adopt a Russian national identity. These early national awakeners, 
led by figures like Aleksander Dukhnovych and Adolf Dobrians'kyi, were partly successful 
in having a Russian national orientation accepted by the generation that was to follow them. 
By the 1890s, however, some younger intellectual activists (again mostly priests) argued that 
Russian was too far from the dialects spoken by the East Slavs of Carpathian Rus' and that 
instead the local vernacular should be standardized and used as the representative language 
of the region’s inhabitants. It was never made clear, however, what that local language should 
be and what alternative, if any, should there be to the Russian national identity.

The problem of ethnic, national, and linguistic identity became more complex after 
World War I, when Carpathian Rus' was divided between Czechoslovakia and Poland. The 
Russian national orientation continued to be propagated by certain local activists, who were 
joined by postwar émigrés of Russian orientation from the former Habsburg province of 
Galicia (by then in Poland) and from the former Russian Empire (by then the Soviet Union). 
Among such émigrés were figures like “the grandmother” of the Russian Revolution, Ekat-
erina Breshko-Breshkovskaia, who considered Carpathian Rus' the last land where the spirit 
of Russia was preserved in pristine form.10

Also from Polish Galicia and the Dnieper Ukraine in the former Russian Empire came 
émigrés of Ukrainian orientation to Carpathian Rus'. They found a few supporters among 
local Carpatho-Rusyns and educated many more young people in the belief that the East 
Slavic inhabitants of Carpathian Rus' were ethnically Ukrainian, that is the same people as 
the Ukrainians of Eastern Galicia and the Dnieper Ukraine—and certainly not Russians.

It was not long before some local activists expressed dissatisfaction with the Russian/
Ukrainian dichotomy and argued that the East Slavs of Carpathian Rus' were neither Russian 
nor Ukrainian, but rather a distinct nationality called Subcarpathian Rusyn, or Carpatho-
Rusyn, or simply Rusyn. The result was that the entire period of what became known as the 
second national awakening, lasting from 1918 to 1939, was characterized by a fierce ideologi-
cal rivalry between supporters of three national and linguistic orientations: the Russophile, 
the Ukrainophile, and the Rusynophile.11

As we have seen, the Russophile orientation was the oldest, having dominated the first 
national awakening and persisting through the second. It was the first orientation to disap-
pear, however, so that during the third national awakening, which began in 1989 and con-
tinues to the present, there are only two orientations: the Rusynophile and the Ukrainophile.

The Role of the State
Carpathian Rus' has always been part of one or more state structures. Therefore, it should 
come as no surprise that the ruling authorities have always expressed an interest in the ques-
tion of national identity among Carpatho-Rusyns.

During the last 70 years of Habsburg rule (1848–1918), the attitude of the state went 
through several phases. The first two decades of so-called Habsburg absolutism were marked 
by efforts of the central authorities to control and even suppress those nationalities with 
strong political ambitions, such as the Poles in Galicia and most particularly the Magyars 
in the Hungarian Kingdom. As a counterweight to the Poles and Magyars, the Habsburgs 
supported the efforts at national enlightenment among the East Slavs of Galicia and the 
Hungarian Kingdom, including Carpathian Rus'. In 1867, however, the Habsburg authori-
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ties reached an accommodation with the Magyars and Poles, who consequently regained 
their position as the dominant political and social factor in Hungary and Austrian Galicia. 
This political change had a particularly negative impact on Carpathian Rus' lands in Hun-
gary, where until 1918 the local intelligentsia and school system became subject to a policy of 
Magyarization intended to eliminate all remnants of East Slavic culture.

The situation changed radically with the collapse of Austria-Hungary in late 1918 and 
the division of Carpathian Rus' territory between two new postwar states: Czechoslovakia 
and Poland. Czechoslovakia was especially favorable toward Carpatho-Rusyns who, along-
side Czechs and Slovaks, became one of the founding peoples of the state. Rusyns living 
south of Carpathians voluntarily proclaimed their desire to join Czechoslovakia, and at the 
Paris Peace Conference that desire was confirmed with guarantees for “the fullest degree of 
self-government compatible with the Czecho-Slovak state.”12 A distinct administrative entity 
called Subcarpathian Rus' (Czech: Podkarpatská Rus) came into being in the far eastern end 
of Czechoslovakia. Although the Czechs never fulfilled their promise to grant autonomy, the 
province was nominally a Rusyn territory with its own governor and with Rusyn as the of-
ficial language used in schools and alongside Czech in government administration.

With regard to the national identity of Rusyns and the closely related language ques-
tion, the Czechoslovak authorities proclaimed neutrality. In practice, however, they sup-
ported the Ukrainophile, Russophile, and Rusynophile orientations at different times as war-
ranted by political circumstances.13 By the 1930s, when Czechoslovakia was in a desperate 
search for allies against revisionist Nazi Germany and Hungary, the territory of Subcarpath-
ian Rus' took on special geo-strategic importance. It was the only direct territorial link to 
Czechoslovakia’s fellow Little Entente allies, Romania and Yugoslavia. Therefore, the authori-
ties in Prague gave greater support to the Rusynophile orientation, hoping to consolidate the 
formation of a distinct Carpatho-Rusyn nationality that would have no political interests 
beyond the borders of Czechoslovakia.14

Notwithstanding the change in government policy, the Russophile and Ukrainophile 
orientations did not disappear. On the contrary, the Ukrainian orientation continued to in-
crease its grassroots support among various segments of the local Rusyn population, espe-
cially young people. So much was this the case that during the few months following the Sep-
tember 1938 Munich Pact, when the unitary structure of Czechoslovakia was transformed 
and Subcarpathian Rus' finally received its long awaited autonomy, the Ukrainian orienta-
tion soon dominated the region which it renamed Carpatho-Ukraine.

Carpathian Rus' territory within interwar Poland fared somewhat differently. The lo-
cal Rusnaks, who by the outset of the twentieth century had adopted the name Lemko as an 
ethnonym, hoped at the close of World War I to unite politically with their Rusyn brethren 
south of the mountains in Czechoslovakia. It was in fact Lemko-Rusyn leaders who first 
formulated a clear territorial definition of Carpathian Rus' and submitted memoranda with 
maps to the Paris Peace Conference calling for its independence or autonomous status within 
a neighboring state.15 The Lemko-Rusyn demand for union with Czechoslovakia was re-
jected, however, both by Rusyn leaders south of the Carpathians and by President Masaryk 
in Prague. Not wanting to be ruled by Poland, Lemko activists created an “independent” 
republic that lasted for about 16 months, until in March 1920 the area was brought under 
Polish control.16

Lemko opposition to Polish rule was quickly overcome—and without bloodshed. Dur-
ing the interwar years, the Russophile and Ukrainophile orientations were present in what 
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became known as the Lemko Region of Carpathian Rus'. Ever fearful of the Ukrainian prob-
lem within its borders, the Polish government began openly to favor any national orientation 
among Lemko Rusyns as long as it was not Ukrainian.17 Initially, it preferred those Lemko 
Rusyns who assimilated to Polish culture. For those who did not, the government permitted 
school programs in which Lemko-Rusyn vernacular was taught, and it welcomed the deci-
sion of the Vatican to create in 1934 a separate Lemko Greek Catholic church jurisdiction 
that was decidedly not Ukrainian in orientation.18 The result of these efforts was the creation 
of a generation of individuals who believed they were part of a distinct Lemko nationality.

The relatively liberal environment of the interwar years came to an end with the onset 
of World War II. Subcarpathian Rus' was reannexed to Hungary, which banned the Ukrai-
nian orientation, barely tolerated the Russian orientation, and openly supported the idea that 
the local East Slavs formed a distinct “Uhro-Rusyn” nationality loyal to the Hungarian state. 
North of the mountains the Ukrainian orientation was given a new lease on life by Nazi Ger-
many, which incorporated the Lemko-inhabited part of Carpathian Rus' into the General 
Government of the Third Reich.19

The apex of state intervention in the nationality question was reached at the close 
of World War II. By 1945, former Czechoslovak Subcarpathian Rus' was annexed to the 
Soviet Union, while the other two parts of Carpathian Rus' remained within Poland (the 
Lemko Region) and Czechoslovakia (the so-called Prešov Region of northeastern Slovakia). 
The Soviet regime resolved the nationality question according to principles adopted by the 
Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine in December 1925. Regardless of what the inhabit-
ants of Carpathian Rus' may have called themselves or believed themselves to be—Rusyns, 
Rusnaks, Carpatho-Russians, Uhro-Rusyns—they were formally designated as Ukrainians. 
The use of Rusyn as a nationality descriptor was simply banned. When, in 1948, Czechoslo-
vakia became a Communist-ruled state, within a few years it adopted the Soviet model for 
Carpatho-Rusyns living in the northeastern corner of Slovakia. By 1951, the Rusyn popula-
tion there was administratively declared to be Ukrainian. In the decades that followed, the 
Communist authorities of Czechoslovakia, in cooperation with those local activists who gave 
up a Russian national identity for a Ukrainian one, introduced a policy of Ukrainianization 
in schools and cultural life. Those Rusyns who were opposed to such a changes generally 
eschewed all further association with their East Slavic heritage and adopted a Slovak national 
identity and Slovak language.20

The nationality question among the Lemko Rusyns in Poland was resolved by state in-
tervention in an even more drastic fashion. The Lemkos were simply deported en masse from 
their Carpathian homeland in two waves (1945–46 and 1947), thereby fulfilling the Stalinist 
precept—if there’s no people there’s no problem (net naroda—net problemy).

The role of the state had again a profound impact on the nationality question in Car-
pathian Rus' in the wake of the Revolution of 1989 and the implosion of the Soviet Union in 
1991. As part of the effort to overcome the shortcomings of the Communist past, post-1989 
Poland, along with Czechoslovakia and its successor states, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, 
made it legally possible for people once again to identify themselves as Rusyns in the sense of 
belonging to a distinct nationality. Consequently, Lemkos and Rusyns within Poland and Slo-
vakia have been officially recognized in census reports since 1989 and are provided with state 
funds for education, publications, theaters, and other cultural events in the Rusyn language.

Independent Ukraine also styles itself a post-Soviet democratic republic and does not 
restrict privately sponsored cultural activity carried out by individuals and organizations in 
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Transcarpathia (former Subcarpathian Rus') who espouse the Rusyn national orientation. 
The government of Ukraine refuses, however, to recognize Carpatho-Rusyns as a distinct 
nationality and instead formally defines them as a “sub-ethnos” of the Ukrainian people.21

The Historical Context of Ethnic Violence
Carpathian Rus' has always been in an ethnically diverse region of Europe. To the northwest 
live Poles, to the northeast Ukrainians, to the southwest Slovaks, and to the southeast Roma-
nians. Carpathian Rus' itself, that is the territory in which Rusnaks/Rusyns have traditionally 
formed the majority population, has also never been ethnically homogeneous. Living along-
side Rusyns in villages, towns, and cities have been Magyars, Jews, Germans, Roma/Gypsies, 
Slovaks, Poles, Romanians, and since World War II Ukrainians and Russians. For illustra-
tive purposes let us take one part of Carpathian Rus', the former Czechoslovak province of 
Subcarpathian Rus'. In 1930, its 725,000 inhabitants were comprised of Rusyns (63 percent), 
Magyars (15.4 percent), Jews (12.8 percent), Czechs and Slovaks (4.8 percent), Germans (1.9 
percent), and others (1.9 percent).22 There was no less religious diversity, with Greek Catholi-
cism, Orthodoxy, Judaism, Reformed Calvinism, and Evangelical Lutheranism all serving 
one or more ethnic groups. Added to this mix are several Protestant and other Christian 
sects—Baptists, Seventh-Day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses—whose numbers have grown 
rapidly in the post-Communist era.

Such ethnic and religious diversity often led to rivalry and ideological conflict. I have 
already mentioned the rivalry among the pro-Russian, pro-Ukrainian, and pro-Rusyn ori-
ented intelligentsia, not to mention the displeasure toward all these orientations on the part 
of those individuals who opted out of an East Slavic identity and favored assimilation with 
the Magyar, Slovak, or Polish nationalities. The twentieth century was also characterized by 
frictions between adherents of Greek Catholicism and Orthodoxy. Nearly one-third of the 
Carpatho-Rusyn population “converted” from Greek Catholicism to Orthodoxy in the decade 
after World War I. The resultant controversy between the two religious groups was less the 
result of liturgical or ideological differences than it was over church property. But perhaps the 
fiercest religious rivalries occurred among Jews, between the various Hasidic dynasties (the 
followers of rebbes Shapira, Rokeah, Weiss, and Teitelbaum being the most intolerant of each 
other) and between all the Hasidim, on the one hand, and the secular Zionists, on the other.23

The rhetoric spewed out by defenders of these various national and religious orienta-
tions was strong, even venomous. Nevertheless, while there may have occurred some scuffles 
at the individual level during public rallies on behalf of a specific national orientation or at 
protests on the steps of a church or a synagogue, there was never any organized violence and 
death that pitted one group against another.24 True enough, pre–World War I Hungarian state 
officials and local gendarmes acted with disdain toward Carpatho-Rusyns, but there was 
never any violence between Rusyn and Magyar villagers or townspeople who lived alongside 
them or nearby. And Carpathian Rus' is perhaps unique in central and eastern Europe in that 
there has never been a pogrom of any kind perpetrated against Jews.

This is not to say that there was never any violence directed against ethnic or religious 
groups. There was, but in all cases it was inspired and carried out by the state. The worst fate 
has befallen that part of Carpathian Rus' inhabited by Lemko-Rusyns in what is present-day 
southeastern Poland. During the first months of World War I, the Habsburg government 
became suspicious of an estimated 2,000–5,000 Lemko-Rusyns who, because of their Russo-
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phile national orientation, were arrested for alleged treason and incarcerated for most of the 
war in concentration camps set up in the western part of the empire.25 Many died there from 
disease and malnutrition. Three decades later, at the close of World War II, Lemko-Rusyns 
along with other East Slavs in postwar Poland were slated for resettlement as part of a “vol-
untary” population exchange with the Soviet Union. About 100,000 went eastward between 
late 1944 and 1946. Those who refused to go east (about 60,000) were forcibly driven from 
their homes in 1947 and scattered in villages and towns of western and northern Poland in 
territories (Silesia, Pomerania) that had belonged to prewar Germany.

There was also state-instigated violence against ethnic and religious groups in those 
parts of Carpathian Rus' located on the southern slopes of the mountains. Perhaps the first 
instance occurred on the eve of World War I, when the Hungarian government tried to stop 
the early stages of the Orthodox movement by arresting some of its adherents and subjecting 
them to a trial in which religious conversion was equated with treason against the state. It 
was the Jews in Carpathian Rus', however, who suffered the most at the hands of the state. 
In 1942, the German administration killed or sent to the Bełżec death camp all Jews living 
in the Lemko Region. Then, in the spring of 1944, Jews were deported en masse to the death 
camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau by the governments of Hungary (from Subcarpathian Rus')
and Slovakia (from the Prešov Region). As a result, no less than 80 percent of the Jews of 
Carpathian Rus' perished.26

As World War II came to an end, it was the Magyars and Germans who became the 
object of state violence. In Subcarpathian Rus', which was in the process of being annexed 
to the Soviet Union, all males of Magyar nationality between the ages of 18 and 50 were ar-
rested and deported to forced labor camps in the Gulag. About 5,000 of the 30,000 deported 
Magyars died while in incarceration. In 1946, by which time Subcarpathian Rus', renamed 
Transcarpathia, was formally part of the Soviet Union, all males of the German ethnicity 
were deported to eastern Ukraine or to the Gulag forced labor camps. Between 1949 and 
1950, the Soviet Union and its Communist ally Czechoslovakia outlawed the Greek Catholic 
Church and arrested all its bishops and many priests who refused to embrace Orthodoxy as 
the only Eastern Christian religion recognized by the state.

Despite these numerous examples of state-inspired violence in the Carpathian Rus'
borderland, there has at the same time been a remarkable absence of interethnic violence. 
Why is this the case? Possible answers to that question can only be of a speculative nature. I 
would suggest two factors: socioeconomic status, and a common fear of the Other.

With regard to the socioeconomic factor, it should be noted that Carpathian Rus' has 
traditionally been an economically marginal rural area in which most inhabitants have sur-
vived as subsistence-level peasant farmers, livestock herders, and forestry workers. Industry 
was virtually nonexistent until the second half of the twentieth century. In contrast to 
many other parts of Europe, where ethnic groups are frequently differentiated according 
to their customary professions and socioeconomic status, in Carpathian Rus' virtually all 
groups were engaged in agriculture and forest-related work. In other words, all the region’s 
peoples were equally poor. For example, it was just as common to find Jewish peasant farm-
ers and woodcutters as Jewish proprietors of small retail shops and taverns. The local ethnic 
Germans and Magyars—the “superior” nationalities in the Habsburg Monarchy—were also 
mostly peasant farmers and woodcutters in Carpathian Rus'.

Perhaps the only exception to this pattern occurred in Subcarpathian Rus' during the 
interwar years of the twentieth century. At the same time the Czechoslovak government 
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encouraged nearly 30,000 Czechs to settle in the region and to take up posts as government 
officials, teachers, physicians, businessmen, and other professionals. The Czechs clearly were 
an ethnic group associated with one socioeconomic stratum that was quantifiably different 
(and perceived as such) from all other ethnic groups in the region.

Ironically, the Soviet regime after World War II also contributed to socioeconomic 
disparity based on ethnic differences. To staff the new industrial plants it built in the region, 
the Soviets initially brought in managers, technical specialists, and workers from Ukraine 
and other parts of the Soviet Union. Almost all these newcomers settled in Transcarpathia’s 
few cities. Some locals may have resented this intrusion, since at least in the first years of 
Soviet rule the newcomers seemed to get the most lucrative paying jobs and positions in 
the regional administration and professional spheres. In the end, however, the downturn 
and eventual collapse of the Soviet economy created a situation in which the economic and 
social status of the postwar “newcomers” from other parts of the Soviet Union turned out to 
be the same or worse than that of the locals, who were able to depend on family property in 
villages and socioeconomic opportunities provided by kinship networks. While it is certainly 
true that the lack of any correlation between socioeconomic status and ethnic origin may 
not have eliminated envy on an individual level, it did help to prevent the basis for envy and 
hatred on a group level.

At first glance fear of the Other might be considered as a factor which contributes to 
interethnic violence. The question, however, is what specifically was the Other that produced 
fear? There were and still are many ethnic and religious Others in Carpathian Rus'. Those 
Others have never been unfamiliar, since ethnic interaction continually occurs in the work-
place, village tavern and store, town market, and through the exchange of mutually symbi-
otic labor services (Christians cooked and cleaned for Jews on their Sabbaths; Jews operated 
stores and provided other services on Sundays). The comfort level on the part of the numeri-
cally dominant Carpatho-Rusyns toward other peoples in their midst was also enhanced by 
their ongoing inclination toward maintaining multiple identities.27

Rather, the Other that all groups feared equally was the state. For people at the lower 
end of the socioeconomic scale—and this accounts for a significant portion of all ethnic 
groups in Carpathian Rus'—the state has always been a threat to the individual, whether in 
its role of collecting taxes or drafting young male family members into the army. As such, the 
state was to be avoided as much as possible. In that regard, the Magyar peasant was as fear-
ful and probably as mistreated as the Rusyn peasant by the Hungarian gendarme. In other 
words, there was no “correct” ethnic identity that in and of itself could save one from the 
wrath of the state. Since, in general, most inhabitants of Carpathian Rus', regardless of ethnic 
or religious background, were resentful and fearful of the state, it was difficult if not impos-
sible for the authorities to mobilize one group against another in its periodic campaigns of 
group-directed violence.

Conclusion
By way of conclusion it might be useful to assess the value of studying Carpathian Rus' in the 
context of borderlands. If, as many historians and social scientists have argued, east-central, 
eastern, and southeastern Europe is composed of borderlands characterized by ethnic, reli-
gious, or social violence, then is it possible that Carpathian Rus' is unique? I am skeptical about 
arguing for the uniqueness of any phenomenon, especially in the presence of scholars who are 
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always likely to come up with counterexamples. If not unique, then we might agree that Car-
pathian Rus' is somewhat exceptional. To understand any norm, one needs to account for and 
explain the exceptions. If violence is considered the norm in ethnic relations, then Carpathian 
Rus' may be an example against which other case studies may be compared and contrasted.
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Tremors in the Shatterzone
of Empires
EASTERN GALICIA IN SUMMER 1941

Kai Struve

During the first days and weeks after the German attack on the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 
a wave of violence against Jews swept those territories that had been occupied by the Soviet 
Union since September 1939 or summer 1940 and now were invaded by the German armed 
forces and its Romanian and Hungarian allies. The violence consisted mostly of mass execu-
tions by the German Security Police’s infamous Einsatzgruppen and pogrom-like excesses by 
the local Christian population. Often both forms of violence were closely connected.1

The anti-Jewish violence in the region sprung from both external and internal sources. 
Both sources of violence characterized the region as a borderland in the sense of a contested 
space where competing claims of states, nations, religions, and ideologies clashed with one 
another. Thus, the violent events of summer 1941 epitomize greater conflicts that arose from 
the relations of the powers in the region and from the fundamental political and socioeco-
nomic changes of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Local anti-Jewish violence 
was one expression of larger structural tensions that characterized the region.

This chapter will focus on Eastern Galicia. It does not aspire to a comprehensive 
presentation of all anti-Jewish violence or all pogroms, but is intended as an analysis of cer-
tain motifs and contexts and, therefore, refers to specific cases as exemplary.2 As a starting 
point, we look at the central violent event in the region, i.e., in Lwów (L'viv). It was central 
not so much because of the scale of violence in Eastern Galicia’s capital—although it was 
probably the place that saw the most victims of mass executions during the first weeks of 
the war in June and July—but more so because the aspirations, perceptions, expectations, 
and strategies of the different collective actors here became more clearly visible than in 
other places.3
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Lwów
During the weeks before the German invasion a new wave of deportation and arrests had 
started in the territories that the Soviet Union had occupied since 1939 and 1940. In Eastern 
Galicia and Volhynia the arrests focused on people who were suspected of Ukrainian na-
tionalism and of having links to the Ukrainian nationalist underground.4 Many more were 
arrested after the German attack. Just one or two days after the German attack the Soviet 
People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs, Lavrentii Beriia, seems to have given the order to ex-
ecute all inmates of the prisons in Western Ukraine who had been imprisoned for “counter-
revolutionary crimes as well as persons who caused damage on a large scale.”5 The advance of 
the German armies in Western Ukraine—the Seventeenth Army, the First Tank Group, and 
the Sixth Army—after 22 June was comparatively slow because of the strong Soviet forces 
that were concentrated here. This gave the NKVD more time to complete this order than in 
other parts of the border regions. The number of murdered prison inmates in Lwów alone 
was more than 3,000.6 Altogether, probably 20,000-24,000 prison inmates were murdered in 
the territories of eastern Poland, two-thirds to three-quarters of them in Eastern Galicia.7

In contrast to earlier periods of the Soviet occupation of the region, the majority of prison 
inmates at the time of the German invasion were Ukrainian. Nevertheless, there were also 
many Poles and Jews among them.

The first units of the German army entered Lwów in the early morning of 30 June, 
without fighting except for some short exchanges of gunfire with departing Soviet units. 
Among them was the Ukrainian battalion with the codename Nachtigall (Nightingale) as 
part of the I. Battalion of the special command regiment Brandenburg 800. This unit had to 
occupy and secure important objects within the city. Among them were the prisons.8 Nachti-
gall had been staffed in cooperation with the radical Ukrainian nationalists of the OUN’s 
(Orhanizatsiia Ukraïns'kykh Natsionalistiv) self-styled “revolutionary” faction under the 
leadership of Stepan Bandera (usually referred to as OUN-B).9 It soon became evident that 
there were some German soldiers among the dead in the NKVD remand prison at Łąckiego 
Street.10 Many corpses showed signs of torture and some apparently were also mutilated.11

The information about the mass killings of prison inmates spread rapidly through the city 
(see also chapter 20).

The prisons were in the center of a pogrom that unfolded between 30 June and the 
afternoon of 2 July. Jews were forcibly brought to the prisons in large numbers by members 
of a Ukrainian militia (often identified by yellow and light blue badges) supported by civil-
ians. They caught Jews on the streets or took them from apartments, beat and otherwise mis-
treated them, and droved them to the prisons, were the mistreatment continued. Before the 
entrances of the three major prisons in the city a crowd had assembled to beat the Jews being 
forced inside. Many were killed in the streets. Inside the prisons, Jews were forced to recover 
the corpses from cells, cellars, and from mass graves in a prison yard. They had to lay them 
in lines in order to allow for their identification and to prepare their burials.12 However, many 
more Jews were brought to the prisons than were needed for the work. Only a portion of the 
corpses in the prisons were retrieved and laid out because in the hot summer climate many 
had reached such a stage of decomposition that not only identification but even retrieval was 
difficult or impossible.13

Mistreatment and murder of Jews continued in the prison yards. Here, mostly mem-
bers of the militia and civilians, but also German soldiers and policemen, participated in the 
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violence. The Nachtigall unit that first occupied the prisons on the morning of 30 June seems 
to have been replaced during the afternoon by German Feldgendarmerie, though Batail-
lon 800 seemed to have remained in command of the prisons.14 The violence in the prisons 
ended on the evening of 1 July. This suggests an approval of the violence on the part of the 
commanding officers of the German armed forces, who for a certain period clearly allowed it 
to continue. In fact, from 30 June onward large numbers of German troops and police forces 
visited the prisons because they were curious to see the Bolshevik atrocities. Some com-
manders even asked their troops to see for themselves the crimes of the “Jewish-communist 
gang” or led them personally into the prisons.15

By forcing Jews to go to the prisons, to confront the murdered inmates, to pull out the 
corpses from the cells or from mass graves and clean them, and to pull the corpse carts from 
the prisons to the cemeteries (instead of using horses),16 as well as by mocking, humiliat-
ing, and beating them, the people of Lwów used violence as a ritual to put the guilt for the 
Soviet crimes on the Jews and punish them.17 The actual perpetrators from the ranks of the 
NKVD had left Lwów already in the days before. But Jews in general were considered to be 
supporters and beneficiaries of the Soviet rule during the previous 21 months; even more 
damningly, they were seen as informers to the NKVD and creators and carriers of commu-
nism and Bolshevism in general. Eliyahu Yones relates how a Ukrainian-speaking man in 
German uniform, who he believes was a member of Nachtigall, spoke to him and other Jews 
who were pulling out corpses from the cellar of the Brygidki prison, pointing to the bodies: 
“Look, what you have done.”18

The Germans shared this view of the Jews. Yones reports that a German officer who 
visited the scene of the Soviet crimes together with some soldiers turned to the Jews and 
stated: “The whole world is bleeding because of you! Numerous soldiers are dying because 
the Jewry has wanted the war.”19 Mostly, German soldiers only watched (and took pictures 
of) the pogrom violence. But some soldiers also participated in the excesses, beat and shot at 
Jews who retrieved the bodies.20

Jews were also mocked, forced to humiliating work, robbed, beaten, and killed in many 
other parts of the city. They were forced to crawl on hands and knees toward the prisons; 
they had to sing Russian songs while being marched there; they were made to clean broken 
glass from the streets with their bare hands.21 Near the Zamarstynów prison, Jews, primarily 
Jewesses, were stripped of their clothes and beaten.22 Mistreatments of a sexual character oc-
curred also at other places in the city.23

Amidst the pogrom, on the evening of 30 June Stepan Bandera’s deputy, Iaroslav 
Stets'ko, as a leader of the OUN-B, declared the “Renewal of the Ukrainian State” at a meet-
ing of Ukrainians in the building of the Prosvita society at the market square where he also 
read an order from Bandera that appointed himself as the head of a provisional Ukrainian 
government. Stets'ko had just that day come to Lwów together with other leading OUN-
B members.24 Among their first activities was the organization of the local militia, based 
on existing underground structures.25 A bill that announced the declaration of a Ukrainian 
state also called for an armed fight for it. It was signed by Ivan Klymiv in his capacity as 
OUN leader of the Ukrainian territories, and it declared: “People! Know! Moscow, Poland, 
the Hungarians and the Jewry—these are your enemies. Destroy them.”26 A second leaflet, 
signed by Klymiv in his second capacity as “Chief Commander of the Ukrainian Revolution-
ary Army,” declared: “I am introducing mass (ethnic and national) responsibility for crimes 
against the Ukrainian state and the Ukrainian army.”27



466 Kai Struve

The humiliations, mistreatments, and killings can be understood as rituals that estab-
lished or reestablished, after the period of Soviet rule, the “right” and “just” order by pun-
ishing the Jews for an alleged transgression of accepted borders in relation to the Christian 
population, because they were seen as having been treated better than Christians by the 
Soviets, as well as being supporters and informers of the Soviets and the NKVD. The humili-
ation and violence not only punished them for transgressions, but also referred them back 
to the restricted social space that they had allegedly transgressed in the period of Soviet rule. 
The national triumph of liberation from Soviet suppression and the high expectations for 
the realization of the great aim of the Ukrainian national endeavor—excitement heightened 
even more by the ordeal of the Soviet mass murder of many Ukrainians in the prisons—be-
came expressed in a “carnival of violence” that mocked and reversed the previous order and 
celebrated the new national one.28

However, neither did the Ukrainian nationalists’ high expectations for the future come 
true nor did the violence against Jews end with the initial celebration of the victory over the 
Soviet enemy. There was some support for the Ukrainian national aims from the Wehrmacht, 
especially from its intelligence unit, called the Abwehr, and from the designated Minister 
for the Occupied Eastern Territories, Alfred Rosenberg (although he distrusted the OUN). 
But they represented only a minority opinion within the German power structure. During a 
meeting of high-ranking German officials on 16 July 1941 Hitler announced his decision that 
there would be no semi-independent states on the former Soviet territory, but the whole ter-
ritory would remain under direct German rule. Eastern Galicia was attached to the General 
Government and the rest of the occupied Ukrainian territories under civil administration 
became part of the Reichskommissariat Ukraine. This started a brutal policy of exploitation, 
suppression, and mass murder.29

But in the end of June and the beginning of July, it was still an open question what the 
future German policy on the occupied Ukrainian territories would look like. Nevertheless, 
the Einsatzgruppen of the German Security Police from the beginning had clear instructions 
to avoid entering into any obligations toward the national movements in the newly occupied 
territories.30 The bold step of Bandera and his followers led to a clear alienation between 
them and the Germans and to efforts by the Security Police to reduce their influence. On 
5 July Bandera was arrested in Krakow and transported to Berlin, and on 9 July the same 
happened to Stets'ko and some other members of his government in Lwów.31 However, in 
the first days after 30 June the Security Police tried to avoid an open confrontation with the 
OUN-B because they did not want to lose the support of the Ukrainian militia in Lwów and 
other localities for their own “security” and “reprisal” operations.32

On 2 July the violence on the streets of Lwów mostly stopped, but it was now replaced 
by organized arrests and mass executions by parts of Einsatzgruppe C. An advance unit of 
Einsatzkommando 4b had arrived in Lwów during the afternoon of 30 June; the bulk of the 
Einsatzgruppe joined them the next day.33 On 29 June, the day before they began arriving, 
Reinhard Heydrich had sent his well-known order to the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen 
“not to constrain any self-cleaning attempts of anti-communist and anti-Jewish circles in the 
newly occupied territories. On the contrary, they should be initiated, but without any traces, 
intensified, if necessary, and channeled into the right direction.”34

It seems likely that the Security Police encouraged the Ukrainian militia to intensify 
the violence against Jews. This may have occurred as early as the inception of violence in the 
afternoon of 30 June, or begun 1 July after the commander of Einsatzgruppe C, SS-Brigade-
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führer Otto Rasch, and his staff arrived in the early morning. During that day the pogrom 
violence reached its greatest intensity.

Beginning possibly on 3 July, certainly on 4 July, the Ukrainian militia and members 
of Einsatzkommandos 5 and 6 started to arrest people who were suspected as communist 
supporters, but mostly Jews, and to assemble them on a sports field near the former NKVD 
headquarters in Pelczyńska Street that had been taken over by the Einsatzgruppe. Here 
2,500-3,000 people were assembled.35 Most of them were executed on 5 July in forests near 
Lwów.36 The executions were declared to be a reprisal for the murder of the prison inmates 
in Lwów by the Soviets.37

After the occupation of Lwów the Soviet atrocities became a prominent subject in Ger-
man propaganda. When the first information about the piles of corpses in the Lwów prisons 
had reached the command of the Seventeenth Army it had asked to send journalists from 
national and international media to Lwów in order to use the scenes for propaganda pur-
poses.38 On 6 July Joseph Goebbels, the Reich’s Propaganda Minister, noted in his diary about 
the impact of film material from Lwów: “The Führer wants us to start the big anti-bolshevist 
campaign now.”39 The German newsreel Deutsche Wochenschau presented material about 
the Soviet massacres through the whole of July and interpreted them as an example of the 
normal procedures of “Jewish-Bolshevik” rule.40

However, mass executions of alleged “communists” and of Jews as “reprisal” for So-
viet atrocities had already begun before the murdered inmates of the prisons in Lwów were 
found. They also took place at about the same time in other localities. The Einsatzkommando 
6 had already shot 132 people, nearly all of them were Jews, on the evening of 30 June in 
Dobromil as reprisal for a Soviet massacre of prison inmates. Its commander, Erhard Kröger, 
received an order for this execution from the chief of the Einsatzgruppe C, Otto Rasch, and 
the Higher SS- and Police Leader Friedrich Jeckeln, who both were present in Dobromil.41

Jeckeln is known as a radical antisemite and as one of those high-ranking SS officers whose 
activities strongly contributed to the escalation of the murder of the Jewish population dur-
ing the following months. He was the chief organizer of the large massacres in Kamenets'
Podil's'kyi in mid-August and at Babyn Yar near Kyïv at the end of September 1941.42

The Chief of Sonderkommando 4a, Standartenführer Paul Blobel, was a similar char-
acter. During the first days of the war he initiated large massacres. Between 28 and 30 of 
June, according to The Einsatzgruppen Reports, his unit shot a total of 317 people in So-
kal: on 28 June 17 “Communist functionaries, agents and snipers”; on 29 June “117 active 
Communists and agents of the NKVD”; and on 30 June “183 Jewish Communists.” Both 
in Dobromil and in Sokal the executed had been identified and arrested with the help of 
a local Ukrainian militia.43 In the next city that Blobel’s Sonderkommando reached, Łuck 
in Volhynia, a much larger number of people was shot. This execution was legitimized 
as a “reprisal” for the Soviet massacre of prison inmates. In Łuck, about 2,800 prison in-
mates had been killed. After Lwów, that was the largest Soviet massacre in the region.44 The 
Sonderkommando reported that Ukrainian survivors of the massacre told them “the Jews 
again played a decisive part in the arrests and shooting.” The Sonderkommando shot “300 
Jews and 20 looters” who were considered to be responsible for arson and large-scale loot-
ing in the city on 30 June. Only on 2 July were the corpses of 10 murdered German POW 
found in the city. “As a reprisal,” as the report of the Einsatzgruppen says, “for the murder of 
the German soldiers and the Ukrainians 1160 Jews were shot with support from a platoon 
of the Order Police and a platoon of the Infantry.”45
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“. . . Bolsheviks and Jews . . .”
The view that Jews not only had been the main supporters and beneficiaries of Soviet rule 
in 1939-1941, but that Jews basically represented the core of Bolshevism and of the Soviet 
regime in general was prevalent within the higher ranks of the Nazi regime, including its 
police forces and many officers of the German armed forces. This view constituted a decisive 
factor in the development of the German course of action against the Jews during the first 
weeks of the war and paved the way for the policy of all-out murder that was adopted during 
August and September 1941. In the German view the Jews gained a fundamentally greater 
importance for the war against the Soviet Union than for previous wars. Despite all the exces-
sive anti-Jewish violence that had also occurred during the campaign against Poland in 1939, 
during that war the Polish elites and not the Jews had been the focus of German “actions of 
pacification.” Klaus-Michael Mallman has grasped this difference well:

The war [with the Soviet Union] was about the destruction of the racially defined main en-
emy, the “Jewish Bolshevism.” The claimed identity [of Jewish race and Bolshevism] made 
possible a permanent reinterpretation and conversion of both sides. For that reason, the sig-
nificance of the Jewish population had changed from the beginning. They were no longer a 
group, held in contempt, but they were now considered to be the carriers and creators, the 
biological substance of the Soviet system. Only through the fact that the two central images 
of enemies—the Jews and communism—mutually penetrated and reinforced was a dynamic 
development kindled that led to genocide.46

Already from the beginning of the war Jews were regarded as actual or at least potential car-
riers of resistance and the liquidation of Jews was seen as a measure to increase security.47

The instructions that the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen and its subunits, the 
so-called Einsatzkommandos and Sonderkommandos, received before the start of the war 
apparently did not clearly reflect the fact that among their main tasks would be the killing 
of Jews, let alone the extermination of the whole Jewish population, but remained largely 
within the framework that was set through agreements between the Security Police and the 
Wehrmacht.48 This included the execution of Soviet state and party officials and “radical 
elements” within the population, but not a general liquidation of the Jewish population.49 It 
was probably not till August 1941 that the Einsatzgruppen received orders that aimed at the 
total extermination of the Jewish population.50 Nevertheless, there was a clear understand-
ing from the beginning of the war that the enemies to be executed were “Bolsheviks and 
Jews,” as Heydrich said so explicitly in his letter to the chiefs of the Einsatzgruppen from 1 
July: “It is obvious that the cleansing activities have to extend first of all to the Bolsheviks 
and Jews.”51

Before the war there was already a widespread expectation among German officials 
that spontaneous violent reckonings with the “Jewish-Bolshevik oppressors” would start 
after areas were liberated from Soviet rule. Apparently, they approved of them.52 This was 
especially true for the Security Police, because these reckonings were expected to work in 
the same direction as the main task of the Einsatzgruppen, i.e. to liquidate communist sup-
porters.

In his letter of 29 June Heydrich refers to a meeting with the commanders of the Ein-
satzgruppen and their high-ranking officers on 17 June in Berlin where, as Heydrich implies, 
the question of pogroms had been discussed.53 However, it seems that the task of actually 
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instigating the pogroms had not been stressed strongly enough or the instructions had not 
been sufficiently clear, for he later clarified this task in a separate letter.54

If the instigation of pogroms appeared as a priority task of the Einsatzgruppen only 
during the first week after the German attack, then that would suggest a negative answer to 
the disputed question of whether there had been a clear prior agreement between the Ger-
mans and the OUN about the instigation of pogroms.

There was, however, detailed planning on the side of the OUN-B, finalized in an ex-
tensive document with the title “Fighting and Activity During the War,” dated May 1941, 
about how to proceed when the German-Soviet war began, which its authors expected to 
see in the near future. The organization’s initial aim for the beginning of the war was to start 
uprisings in the Soviet-occupied territories, to liberate as many territories as possible and to 
start with the organization of local administrations and local militias as soon as the Soviets 
left in order to support the claim to a Ukrainian state and demonstrate the Ukrainians’ ability 
to establish it.55

Attacks by Ukrainian underground forces on the Soviet army and police occurred in 
many places. Usually the Ukrainians themselves were not able to drive out the Soviets, but 
often they took over localities when the Soviets had left and before the Germans arrived.56

Here members and supporters of the OUN-B played a central role.
Among the central tasks that the OUN-B guidelines assigned to the newly created 

administrations and militias was “to cleanse the territory from enemy forces.”57 This included 
Soviet forces, but the OUN-B also considered “Muscovites, Poles, and Jews as enemy mi-
norities on Ukrainian territory.”58 The guidelines declared: “[ . . . ] at a time of chaos and 
confusion liquidation of undesirable Polish, Muscovite, and Jewish activists is permitted, 
especially supporters of Bolshevik-Muscovite imperialism.”59

However, a resolution of an OUN-B Congress in Krakow in April 1941 had warned 
against pogroms because “the anti-Jewish sentiment of the Ukrainian masses could be used 
by the Muscovite-Bolshevik government in order to distract the masses’ attention from the 
real producer of evil,” i.e. “Moscow.” But at the same time the resolution stated: “The Jews in 
the USSR are the most devoted pillars of the governing Bolshevik regime and the avant-garde 
of the Muscovite imperialism in Ukraine. . . . The Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
fights the Jews as pillars of the Muscovite-Bolshevik regime and, at the same time, explains 
to the masses of the people: Moscow—that is the main enemy.”60 This statement sometimes 
is referred to as proof that the OUN was not involved in the pogroms of summer 1941.61

However, together with the instructions for the initial phase of the war this statement seems 
rather to sketch the background of OUN perceptions and strategies that paved the way for the 
involvement of local militias and OUN supporters in anti-Jewish violence. It shows the strong 
influence of the perception of Jews as supporters and collaborators of “Muscovite-Bolshevik” 
rule in the OUN. And the “clean[sing] of the territory from the enemy” is precisely the goal 
which which most of the militias would have motivated their acts of violence against Jews.

It is clearly documented that Lithuanian nationalists had a strategy of using the Ger-
man-Soviet war to drive out the Jews. Leaflets of the Front of Lithuanian Activists (LAF) 
from spring 1941 called on Lithuanians “to drive out the Jews along with the Red Russians” 
when the German-Soviet war started. It argued that the Jews had lost the right to live on 
Lithuanian soil “because of their repeated betrayals of the Lithuanian nation to its oppres-
sors.”62 Other leaflets expressed explicit threats of violence and murder and called upon the 
Jews to leave the country in order to avoid “unnecessary victims.”63
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There are no documents from the OUN that would show a comparably explicit strat-
egy. However, there are statements from the OUN’s leading personnel expressing approval 
of the “German methods” for dealing with the Jews.64 Antisemitic paranoia may, in fact, 
have been of lesser influence within the leading circles of the OUN than, for example, in an 
organization like the LAF. Clearly, it was less important than within the German leadership. 
For the OUN, Russia—“Muscovy” in their terminology—remained the most important en-
emy; the Jews were considered to be its supporters, but not its core. Nevertheless, the OUN’s 
nationalist radicalism and the readiness to use highly violent means to achieve their national 
aims paved the way for anti-Jewish violence and for consent to the German killing opera-
tions.65 The actual events clearly indicate that the OUN’s rank-and-file members embarked 
on anti-Jewish violence on a large scale, and when they did so, they were far from ignoring 
the political program or the instructions of the leadership; on the contrary, they found en-
couragement in them.

The role and attitude of the third major organized actor besides the German Security 
Police and the Ukrainian nationalists, the Wehrmacht, is less clear. Did it support or disap-
prove of the pogrom strategy of the Einsatzgruppen? In Lwów the Wehrmacht did not inter-
fere to end the violence, at least not for about 24-48 hours.

In addition, at many other places the pogroms took place in the immediate presence 
of Wehrmacht units that did not intervene. For example, in Borysław and Drohobycz south 
of Lwów, which were occupied by the German armed forces at about the same time, it was 
only after two or three days that the Wehrmacht stopped the violent pogroms that began in 
close connection to the discovery of murdered prison inmates. German soldiers were present 
during the pogroms, and, at least in Borysław, some of them actively participated.66 Jewish 
survivors report about rumors that the Germans had a policy of allowing locals one or two 
days to settle accounts with Jews and communists.67 However, it does not seem that explicit 
orders had been issued telling commanders to allow for pogroms. The attitude of the army 
units in localities where they apparently tolerated pogroms was mostly directed by the view 
of Jews as supporters of Soviet rule and as bearing responsibility for the Soviet atrocities. 
Thus, the violent outbreaks were basically considered to be a just and healthy phenomenon 
in a phase of transition from Soviet to German rule.

Nevertheless, the High Command of the Seventeenth Army and its commander, Gen-
eral Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel, in all likelihood knew about the pogrom strategy of the 
Einsatzgruppen and seem to have approved of it. Heydrich mentioned in his “Einsatzbefehl 
Nr. 2” of 1 July 1941 that it was based on a suggestion of Army High Command 17, headed 
by von Stülpnagel; the document said that Poles in the newly occupied territories could be 
expected “on the basis of their experiences, to be anti-Communist and also anti-Jewish.” 
Therefore, Poles “need not to be included in the cleansing action [i.e., be executed], especially 
as they are of great importance as elements to initiate pogroms and for obtaining informa-
tion.”68 In fact, the suggestion by von Stülpnagel that is referred to is not known. While it is 
sometimes interpreted as a call for pogroms, it may rather have been intended to prevent 
the Einsatzgruppen from undertaking large-scale executions among the Polish elite as they 
had after the German occupation of Polish territories in 1939.69 Nevertheless, whatever the 
original content of “the suggestion” to Heydrich had been, it shows that the command of 
the Seventeenth Army were aware of the Einsatzgruppen’s pogrom strategy. The timing of 
the suggestion may even indicate that it was in reaction to Heydrich’s letter to the chiefs of 
the Einsatzgruppen of 29 June. In contrast to the executions among the Polish elites, von 
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Stülpnagel did not try to prevent the Einsatzgruppe from inciting pogroms. It is known also 
from other documents that von Stülpnagel shared the view of Jews as pillars of Bolshevism.70

Heydrich sent copies of his letter of 1 July to the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen, to the 
High Command of the German Army (Oberkommando des Heeres), and to the three Army 
Group Commands.71

Pogroms
Besides Lwów, the pogroms with the largest number of victims were those in Złoczów and 
Tarnopol. The murder of several hundred Jews in Zborów belongs in the same context. The 
high number of victims in these cities resulted from a killing rampage by the Waffen-SS divi-
sion “Wiking,” more specifically its regiment “Westland” and some supply units. Wiking was 
part of the combat troops and not of the police force and therefore had no assigned task in 
the police’s “security” and “cleansing” operations.72 It would be inappropriate to use the term 
“pogrom”—understood as an excessive, public, and to a certain degree spontaneous event 
with respect to participants and forms of violence—for the executions of the Einsatzgruppen. 
But the term does fit well in the cases of violence perpetrated by division Wiking in Złoczów, 
Zborów, Tarnopol, and perhaps also other places.

On the morning of 2 July the commander of the Westland regiment, Standartenführer 
Hilmar Wäckerle, was killed by a sniper, very likely a Soviet soldier, near the town of Słowita 
east of Lwów. This seems to have triggered the rampage. The unit had only crossed the border 
on 30 June and had not participated in major combat operations so far. The Wiking divi-
sion had been newly created in November 1940, and among its men were a large number 
of volunteers from the Netherlands, Belgium, and the Scandinavian countries.73 Those from 
the Netherlands and Belgium were in the Westland regiment. The death of their commander 
seems to have triggered large-scale revenge against the Jewish population.74 On the morning 
of 3 July the Chief of the General Staff of the Seventeenth Army complained that since the 
day before the SS Wiking had been blocking the traffic on the road from Lwów to Złoczów: 
“In the meantime, individual members of the division go hunting Jews.”75 According to a 
postwar testimony during the Nuremberg trials, an order had been read to the soldiers that 
stated that a Jew had shot Wäckerle and that henceforth they were allowed to shoot at Jews 
without warning.76

Złoczów had already been occupied on 1 July by the 9th Tank Division. Several hun-
dred murdered inmates had been found in the town’s prison.77 A Ukrainian committee that 
formed that day in the city blamed the Jews for the murders and, according to Marco Caryn-
nyk’s finding, turned to the German authorities for permission to take revenge. On 2 July the 
Ukrainian militia posted announcements on the walls of the city stating that all Jews had to 
appear on the next morning at 8:00 am in the marketplace and threatening those who did not 
appear with death. But already on that day the mistreatment, beating, robbery, and killing of 
Jews had begun. The Jews who assembled in the marketplace on the morning of 3 July were 
driven to the castle where the NKVD prison had been. Jews who tried to hide were taken out 
of their houses, heavily beaten, and also driven to the castle. They were beaten again at the 
entrances of the castle and then forced to take the corpses out of the mass graves, wash them, 
and put them in lines beside the castle. In all these acts of violence SS men and Ukrainians 
alike took part. Many Jews were beaten to death while working at the castle. But the great-
est number were probably shot down by the SS with machine guns on the evening of 3 July 
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and on 4 July. Women and children were freed on the evening of 3 July after an officer of the 
295th Infantry Division intervened on behalf of the town’s German military commander. In 
the afternoon of 4 July the killings were finally stopped by the commander of the 295th In-
fantry Division. This commander, Otto Korfes, had been urged to intervene by his First Staff 
Officer Helmuth Groscurth, who displayed more moral sensibility and responsibility than 
most of the Wehrmacht officers.78

Parts of SS Wiking were apparently also responsible for another major massacre during 
the first days of July that occurred in the town of Zborów. About Zborów the Einsatzgruppen 
report of 11 July stated: “. . . 600 Jews liquidated by the Waffen-SS as a retaliation measure 
for Soviet atrocities.”79 However, in Zborów itself only one murdered Ukrainian prisoner had 
been found buried in the yard of the local police station. According to reports of Jewish sur-
vivors 850 men were shot on the second day after the Germans occupied the town.80

On 2 July, Tarnopol was captured by the Ninth Tank Division. On 3 July several hun-
dred murdered inmates were found in the NKVD prison, among them ten German soldiers.81

Some attacks on Jews or their property occurred on the same day, but a major pogrom and 
executions started only on 4 July and continued for the next two or three days. Here again, 
both Ukrainians and men from SS Wiking played a major role. Jews were brought in large 
numbers to the prison, as well as other places in the city, and beaten to death or shot by the 
German forces. The excessive character of the pogrom violence is also shown by the fact that 
here soldiers, probably from SS Wiking, raped Jewish women.82

It is not very clear what role the Sonderkommando 4b had during this pogrom. The 
unit probably arrived in Tarnopol on 4 July.83 The operational reports of the Einsatzgruppen 
listed among Sonderkommando 4b’s achievements for Tarnopol 127 executions as well as 
“liquidation of 600 Jews in the course of the persecutions of Jews as inspired by the Einsatz-
kommando.”84 Apparently, neither the SS Wiking men nor local Ukrainian forces needed 
much inspiration to attack Jews. On the contrary, the Ukrainian city administration seems 
to have deliberately tried to instigate the Germans to “reprisals” against Jews by stressing the 
role of Jews in the Soviet atrocities and especially the murder of German soldiers.85

In other places public displays of violence were closely connected with the “cleansing 
operations” of the German Security Police. They were usually accomplished with the help of 
local administrations and militias who were needed to identify the “communists” and often 
also to assemble them. In various places the Jewish population, or a part of it, and usually also 
some non-Jewish alleged communists, were gathered on the market place, where beatings and 
mistreatment occurred that sometimes resulted in murder. Later a larger or smaller number 
from among them would be taken out of town and executed by a German Police unit.86

In contrast to the army in German-occupied territories, where the police forces ac-
tively supported and instigated pogroms and the Wehrmacht in many places at least tolerated 
them, the Hungarian troops who occupied the southeastern part of Galicia from the begin-
ning of July usually prevented pogroms, at least if they threatened to result in killings. This 
applies mostly only to the larger cities in the area87; in smaller localities and in rural areas 
the Hungarians apparently did not exert very close control. Here, according to testimonies of 
Jewish survivors, several major acts of violence occurred that sometimes took on an extermi-
natory character. So, for example, in the town of Ottynia violence increased from day to day 
until on 6 and 7 July 138 Jews were killed in the town and neighboring villages. The following 
day Hungarian troops from Delatyn arrived who stopped the violence. They had been called 
in by local Poles who feared to become the next victims.88
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Probably one of the worst acts took place in the region of Niezwisko near Obertyn. 
During one night in the first half of July “hooligan groups” of “Ukrainian fascists,” as one 
witness for these events, Markus Willbach, calls them, under the leadership of the local doc-
tor Anatol'  Jurevych and the local Greek-Catholic priest Gavdunyk, brought together the 
Jews—men, women, and children—from Niezwisko and surrounding villages at the banks 
of the nearby Dniester river, tied their hands with barbed wire, and threw them into the river 
from a ferry at the village of Łuka.89 Willbach relates that the “hooligans” from Niezwisko 
during the following days also tried to convince the Ukrainians of Obertyn and other towns 
and villages in the region to do or to allow them do the same with the Jews from these locali-
ties. But the determined opposition of local Ukrainian priests and other respected persons 
prevented similar murderous acts.90

Jabłonica at the Czeremosz river in the mountainous Hutsul region south of Kosów 
was another place where an act of murder occurred that may have been intended to extermi-
nate the local Jews. According to testimonies 74 people died there. As in Niezwisko the local 
priest may have had a major role in initiating the killing. According to one testimony the 
Jews were handcuffed with barbed wire and then thrown from a cliff into the canyon of the 
Czeremosz river, where they drowned. According to another one their bodies were thrown 
into the river after they had been killed. The pogromists wanted to continue their murderous 
work on the following day in the nearby village of Hriniawa, but the local Ukrainian peas-
ants did not allow it. Nevertheless, villagers of Hriniawa later drove out the Jews and took 
their property.91 Looting, robbery, and other actions around property were typically con-
nected with pogroms in many places. They may have had a special significance in rural areas 
because there villagers could not only rob goods and valuables, but also actually acquire the 
houses and land of killed or expelled Jews.

In Jabłonica and its environs the fact that the area had been briefly occupied by Roma-
nian troops probably contributed to the violence. The large-scale pogrom violence in neigh-
boring Northern Bukovina, in which the Romanian army was strongly involved, apparently 
encouraged violence on the Galician side of the border even in those regions where no Ro-
manian troops appeared.92

A number of killings also occurred in another part of the region neighboring with 
Northern Bukovina, around the cities of Borszczów and Tłuste, though in these cities itself 
anti-Jewish violence remained limited. In Borszczów the head of the local Ukrainian ad-
ministration, Mykhailo Motyl' , apparently worked successfully to limit the violence, while 
in Tłuste the Greek-Catholic priest Izvols'kyi and other local Ukrainian dignitaries did not 
allow it.93 One of the major pogroms in that region took place in the village of Ułaszkowce 
on 7 July, shortly after the Soviet retreat. Here the pogrom began during a parish fair after an 
inciting sermon by the local priest. The events here are said to have instigated the violence in 
other villages.94 However, another report relates that pogroms with many murders started in 
villages around Czortków with the occupation of that city by German troops on 6 July, and 
this was probably an encouragement for violence in Ułaszkowce, which was located south of 
Czortków in the Hungarian zone.95

Another mass murder, this one in the village of Laszkowice in the same region but 
north of Czortków and therefore in the German-occupied area, is related by Izak Orensztein. 
According to his testimony 60 Jewish families fell victim to this massacre of which he was 
an eye-witness: “Ukrainians armed with sickles, axes and knifes threw themselves on to the 
Jews and killed them all.”96
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A relatively large number of highly violent pogroms seem to have taken place in the 
region south of Drohobycz and Borysław. Probably during the third week of July 1941 the 
Jewish Committee of Drohobycz compiled a list of incidents of murder in localities in that 
region that it sent to the local German Feldkommandantur.97 For the town of Schodnica it 
mentioned 240 killed. A large number of killings there is also confirmed in other sources.98

In addition, the Committee’s list reported that in the villages of Majdan and Lastówki all Jews 
had been killed and that 50 people had been murdered in Rybnik. The Jewish youth of that 
village had been burned alive in a barn. In Nowy Kropiwnik and Stary Kropiwnik 40 had 
been killed. In the village of Bystrzyca the family of Leiser Koppel, about 30 people, had been 
slain, and the villagers of Dereżyce had driven all the Jews out of their locality.99

It is difficult to assess how widespread such incidents in Eastern Galicia were at this 
time. Those mentioned here clearly are not the only ones. But the information on villages 
usually is very scarce and insufficient to reconstruct events in a more detailed way.

Conclusion
The spreading phenomenon of anti-Jewish violence in summer 1941 was a symptom of the 
fact that the region was a contested space between empires, ideologies, nations, and reli-
gions. The different conflicts focused during this short period in a specific way on the Jews. 
Jews were humiliated, robbed, beaten, and killed both by locals and by the German invaders 
because they were identified with Bolshevism and Soviet rule. This antisemitic stereotype of 
Jews as communists was not isolated from other antisemitic prejudices. The view that Jews 
had supported the Soviet occupation of the area, had participated in and benefited from the 
suppression and persecution of other national groups was a perception that was widespread 
among the local population as well as the local nationalist political activists and that was 
also shared by the Germans. In fact, the executions of the Einsatzgruppen and other Ger-
man police units during the first weeks of the war usually were declared to be liquidations 
of communist functionaries or supporters or to be reprisals for the Soviet mass murder of 
prison inmates. In both categories the vast majority of the executed were male Jews between 
15 and 60, considered to be the most dangerous group. Usually, they were taken from the 
better-educated strata that were seen as especially pro-communist. On the German side this 
perception of Jews was an important element that fueled and justified a further escalation of 
the murderous policy against Jews.

The discovery of the murdered prison inmates produced anger and hate that in-
creased the pogrom violence, but it was not its only background, and there seems to be no 
doubt that there would still have been violence against Jews from local militias or civilians 
if prison inmates had not been murdered. The same applies for actions of the Einsatzgrup-
pen against Jews. The large executions declared as “reprisals” in Lwów and Łuck might 
not have happened, but there was a firm belief among the Germans that the Jews were 
the “core” of Bolshevism and of Soviet rule, so mass executions as a means of liquidating 
“communists” were a task assigned to the Einsatzgruppen before there was any knowledge 
about the Soviet atrocities. Bogdan Musial argues that the Soviet atrocities contributed 
significantly to the radicalization of the German persecution of the Jews and the brutal-
ization of German warfare.100 However, it seems to be quite clear that the radicalization 
was hardly a consequence of Soviet crimes, but rather of the identification of “Bolshevists” 
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and “Jews.” That is the reason why the war against the Soviet Union also became a war of 
annihilation against the Jews.

Another highly controversial issue is what caused the rise of hostility toward Jews in 
the period of Soviet occupation 1939-1941. Was it truly the result of a pro-Soviet attitude 
among the Jews or more of antisemitic stereotypes among the gentile population? Find-
ings for some parts of “Western Belarus” seem to suggest that Jews, at least after the initial 
months of the Soviet occupation, did not really have a disproportionate share in most seg-
ments of the Soviet administration.101 Jewish religious, political, economic, and cultural life 
was suppressed or forcefully transformed according to Soviet ideology, and not to a lesser 
degree than that of the other communities in the area. The widespread perception among the 
Christian population of broad Jewish collaboration and “treason” seems to have been, as the 
rituals of punishment analyzed above suggest, rather the result of the fact that the Soviet re-
gime actually brought equality to Jews as individuals, albeit under the condition of a general 
lack of individual rights that characterized the Soviet citizen. Before the Soviet occupation 
Jews, though officially equal citizens, had faced many discriminatory practices. Under the 
Soviets, many of these practices were abolished, antisemitism became a punishable crime, 
and positions in public service became open to Jews that earlier had been denied to them. 
Many Jews, especially from the younger generation, took opportunities that arose when the 
Soviets removed the former, mostly Polish elites whom they mistrusted. So even a percent-
age of Jews in state offices proportional to their percentage in the general population meant 
a considerable shift, and could appear to the Christian population as an undue improvement 
of the social position of the Jews. The pogroms were rituals that were intended to reverse this 
unacceptable change, show the Jews their subordinate social position, and punish them for 
the transgression of its limits during the time of Soviet rule.
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Caught in Between
BORDER REGIONS IN MODERN EUROPE

Philipp Ther

Introduction
The metaphorical term “lands in between” alludes to the fact that many border regions in 
modern Europe, and in particular in Central Europe, were shaped by a distinct mixture of 
cultures and languages. Precisely because of this mixture many borderlands stood under 
the competition of two or more national movements and nation states. This was already an 
issue in the age of empires that preceded World War I. When an order of nation states was 
established in 1918–1920, this competition often turned into a bitter struggle over disputed 
regions. While these disputes have been a very important topic of historiography, a discourse 
often tailored to legitimize the competing claims of various nationalisms and nation states, 
the issue of human identification with regions has for a long time been relatively neglected.1

In this chapter the term regionalism is used to explore the political and social dimen-
sions of regional identification. In certain periods regional movements achieved a high de-
gree of political mobilization and developed their own ideologies. However, the European 
nation states perceived regional movements as competitors and fought against political proj-
ects that stressed the autonomy of border regions. On the one hand, this was an issue of the 
administrative power of the centers over the periphery, in particular over disputed border-
lands. On the other hand, it was a struggle over ideological domination. The centers aspired 
to define the national codes, i.e. the ways in which the various nations defined themselves. 
There was little toleration for regional identifications that stressed the particularity of regions 
and their blends of cultures and languages. A “compulsory unambiguity” (Zwang zur Eindeu-
tigkeit) was not only directed against regional movements and regionalisms, but imposed on 
society at a very basic level.
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As the second part of this chapter shows through the example of Upper Silesia, the 
population of the borderland in the age of nationalism had to find various strategies to cope 
with the compulsion to be unambiguous. The first ideal type (in the Weberian sense) was 
to join one of the competing national movements, the second one to resist and to establish 
regional movements, the third one to retreat into the private sphere and to keep a distance 
from political activities in general, including the competing nationalisms. Quite often, the 
population of border regions would show conformity with the ruling ideology in public, 
especially when confronted with National Socialist and Stalinist regimes, while preserving a 
strong identification with the region in the private sphere or the neighborhood.

But the preservation of regional identification and the perseverance of a peculiar mix 
of cultures and languages should not be romanticized as a case of multiculturalism. The 
population of the borderlands was often “caught in between,” and was discriminated against, 
persecuted, or even deported. This will again be shown specifically in the case of Upper Sile-
sia (in Polish the specification “Upper” is unusual, the region is mostly called Śląsk/Silesia, in 
contrast to Dolny Śląsk, and its center is Wrocław/Breslau), which forms the empirical core 
of this article. The evidence for other European border regions is gathered from a project 
about “Regional Movements and Regionalism” which was carried out in 2001–2003 at the 
Center for Comparative History of Europe in Berlin.2

Problems of Historiography
As Ron Suny once pointedly stated, the institutionalization of history is more closely linked 
with the project of the nation than that of any other science.3 Although historiography has 
largely freed itself from misuse by various nationalisms, the nation and the nation state have 
remained the most important units of analysis or at least points of reference for historians 
until the end of the twentieth century. Ernest Gellner once found a wonderful metaphor for 
this still prevailing nation state perspective, which for him resembles a modernist painting.4

Thereby, the historical map of Europe is shaped by homogeneously painted areas of vari-
ous sizes and colors, sometimes bizarrely shaped, but always clearly outlined. These colored 
territories demarcate the European nations which were able to form their own states over 
the course of their history. Shading or transitional areas between the individual colors, or 
nations, is certainly not provided; nor is any grading of color tone, although some national 
categories that persist in the language, such as German or Polish, meant something quite dif-
ferent 200 years ago than they do today.

This state-national or modernistic view does not do justice to the borderlands. For ex-
ample, in Upper Silesia, an intermediary space between today’s Czech Republic, Poland, and 
Germany, it was not possible to clearly define the nationality of inhabitants until well into 
the twentieth century. The same is true of Alsace, where the population was torn between 
France and Germany until the 1940s. One could also point to the example of the former Pol-
ish East (the so-called Kresy), to the southern Balkans, in particular to greater Macedonia, 
and to numerous other regions in Europe. In these “lands in between,” national standard 
languages were only spoken to a limited extent. The population communicated mainly in 
mixed local and regional dialects. Social distinctions and purposes determined the usage 
of language, rather than national standards. This was not only true for rural areas and small 
towns, but often also larger cities. One should add that in Central and Eastern Europe, such 
multilingual borderlands are not just narrow marginal areas, but in fact cover large parts of 
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the entire large region. Although these cultural and social nuances defined people’s everyday 
life—and in the twentieth century, even influenced international politics and the domestic 
policy of the states concerned—they become almost imperceptible when the history of Eu-
rope is packed into a cabinet consisting entirely of national compartments. It is a mistake 
to perceive European history as the sum of its national histories.5 One should also look at 
regional specifics or characteristics, which are of course not exhausted with the cases of the 
borderlands presented in this article.

Even the term “borderlands” has potential drawbacks, because of prominence of the 
word “border,” which in today’s perspective automatically connotes the boundaries of na-
tion states. The “lands in between” dealt with in this article do not necessarily end at state 
borders, but often transcend them and encompass areas of both sides. If a less metaphorical 
and more analytical term is preferred, one can label “the lands in between” as intermediary 
spaces. This term has a geographical dimension, in the sense of a location between (inter) 
national centers and spaces. There is also a political dimension, which will be shown below 
in the section on “regionalism.” Finally, there is an important cultural dimension. All of the 
regions mentioned in the last paragraph are areas of linguistic, cultural, and ethnic transition 
in which various influences meet and frequently mingle.

A vivid example can again be provided by Upper Silesia, where Czech, Austrian, Prus-
sian, German, and Polish rule not only shaped the region’s history but also its language. Up 
to the present, the regional dialect has been shaped by elements taken from various national 
languages. In the early 1990s the sociologist Danuta Berlińska, one of the most prominent 
specialists on the region, noted a sentence spoken by a teenager: “Jechoech na kole, trzaszech 
sie ze stromem i sie skrzywia linksztanga.”6 The content of this sentence is quite simple: the 
teenager rode on a bicycle, hit a tree, and as a result of this his handlebar broke. Linguistically 
speaking, the sentence is much more complicated and hardly understandable for an outsider 
coming to the region. If one looks at this sentence from the viewpoint of standardized na-
tional languages, the Silesian boy rode a Czech bicycle with an old Polish verb and archaic 
Polish grammar into a Czech tree and then the German handlebars broke.7 This example is 
of more than anecdotal significance.

In recent years linguists and literature scholars have proven that “continuous dialects” 
such as Silesian were not only an everyday means of communication but also served to dif-
ferentiate between the familiar and the foreign, i.e. were points of identification.8 The linguist 
Hans-Christian Trepte has demonstrated this as well for the Polish–Belarusian border area.9

In view of the close linguistic relationship of the various Slavic languages, the existence of 
transitional dialects is not surprising. It displays similarities with the situation in Teschen 
Silesia, for example, where areas of Czech and Polish linguistic influence intersected and 
where until recently people communicated mainly in a regional dialect.10 Yet even in places 
where quite different linguistic families had an influence, such as in the Slavo-Germanic bor-
der area, mixed dialects and modern Creole languages developed which assumed elements 
of the standard languages of both neighboring countries. If one approaches the history of 
Upper Silesia, Alsace, the eastern Polish borderlands, or Macedonia only with the conven-
tional nation state categories, these linguistic phenomena are easily lost, along with their 
political significance.

But if there was any awareness of consistent dialects and other regional traditions or 
cases of syncretism in the “short” twentieth century (1918–1989/91), they were generally 
regarded as backward and inferior. Population groups which opposed clear national clas-
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sification or cultural monopolization were considered to be premodern. In an ideological 
move aptly criticized by Celia Applegate, modernization was frequently equated with nation-
alization11 so that, except for purposes of legitimization, the study of regions such as Upper 
Silesia, Polesie, Moravia, Transylvania or the Vojvodina was largely neglected.

It is characteristic of many intermediary spaces that their cultures serve as a point of 
departure for political projects and movements. Also for this reason, intermediary spaces 
cannot be regarded as a peripheral phenomenon of European history, where one studies only 
bizarre dialects. Precisely their location at the (changing) borders specified a certain central-
ity, for major traffic arteries and channels of communication ran through them.12 This is true 
of the late nineteenth century as well as of the situation today. From a European perspective 
Strassbourg or Katowice are more centrally located than Paris or Warsaw. In her program-
matic essay on “A Europe of Regions,” Celia Applegate describes the extent to which regions 
have shaped the economic and political development of the individual European nations 
and states. This can also be said of most of the intermediary spaces treated here. Their border 
location often gave rise to their symbolic significance for the respective national movements 
and nation states.

The study of nationalism is, for reasons inherent to the subject, an end in itself. In 
spite of the disputes between constructivists, ethnosymbolists, and other schools of study,13

the telos of nationalism studies, and frequently the finale of scientific narratives, is the fully 
developed modern nation and the nation state.14 This focus on the “success” of nationalism 
entails a hermeneutic problem. This is particularly true of nationalism studies in the Federal 
Republic of Germany, which has always started from the premise that the German nation 
project possessed a strong assimilating power and that the population was nationalized by 
the turn of the century.15 Christian Geulen recently transposed this theory to the modern 
self and maintained that “all other differences and identities have been made to disappear by 
the national.”16

Recent research, chiefly prompted by Michael G. Müller, has expressed criticism of 
this teleology. In their recently published book on regional and national identities in Eu-
rope, Müller and his two coeditors come to the conclusion that, “It is no longer possible to 
maintain the tacit assumptions long made that the impact of national propaganda increases 
with its intensity and that the advance of the nation-building process means that thinking in 
national categories takes primacy over regional and local loyalties.”17 One possibility for solv-
ing the hermeneutic problem of the study of nationalism is to analyze potentially competing 
identification options on the political, social, and cultural levels. On closer examination, it 
emerges that religion, political convictions, social standing, a dynasty, or a monarchist state 
were often more important to people than national beliefs or identities. The problem with 
this kind of relativization, however, is that it defies measurement and does not take into ac-
count the fact that nation and religion, for example, often effectively complemented each 
other.

One possible way of avoiding this dilemma is to first examine nationalism from the 
perimeters of its range of influence and to look at identification alternatives which at least 
partly offered competition. In many intermediary spaces, regional identification options 
could not be combined with the ideologies of national movements and nation states. For this 
reason, it seems appropriate to take a closer look at regional identities, movements, and pro-
grams. The initial question is, then, to what extent regional identities in the various “interme-
diary spaces” competed with national identities starting from the middle of the nineteenth 
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century, followed by to what extent regional movements were able to mobilize the masses, 
and which political programs arose from this mobilization.18

The Concept of Regionalism
In the context of the theoretical state of nationalism studies today, regions are constructs 
which should not be assumed as units, as this leads to incorrect assumptions regarding ter-
ritorial continuity and internal homogeneity.19 Following Rogers Brubaker’s approach to na-
tionalism,20 the emphasis should be placed on examining European regions as a cultural 
practice. Therefore, one needs to look at a region not as a territory with fixed boundaries, 
but as an object of discourses. One particularly informative empirical example is the above-
mentioned region of Upper Silesia, which will be looked at more closely below. The ques-
tion is, why this and other regions at times played an important role in political, social, and 
cultural discourses or were even considered as alternative projects to already existent state 
nations and nation states. Taking this approach, regional movements are viewed as modern 
mass movements which support the autonomy of the region in question in relation to greater 
units such as empires or nation states. The term regionalism describes the programs and 
ideologies on which the construction of a given region is based. It also contains a dimension 
of social history, for without knowledge of the social extent of regionalism, its development 
as an ideology cannot be understood.

In principle, transitional forms of identification can also exist between regionalism 
and nationalism. The difference between the two phenomena is that regionalism does not 
strive for sovereignty or independence of the area it lays claim to. While people’s belonging 
to a nation state is defined by clearly identifiable criteria such as citizenship, the right to vote, 
military service, etc., regions do not have such sources of legitimization and institutions of 
power at their disposal. The feeling of belonging to a region is determined more by identifica-
tion elements involving mainly “soft” cultural criteria, such as dialects, customs, traditions, 
personal relationships, and specific historical experiences and “memories”. People evidently 
have a close affinity to areas of a manageable size, while nations are more often based on a 
cognitive “invention” or “imagination.”21 These dissimilarities also make it clear that region-
alism and nationalism should not be regarded only as competing concepts and social move-
ments. Even in the age of nationalism, multiple identities were widespread, with beliefs about 
belonging to a region and in belonging to a nation often complementing and augmenting 
each other. Thus the question is: Why in certain circumstances does a situation of competing 
identifications arise?

The Case of Upper Silesia
It would go beyond the scope of this chapter to describe the already mentioned region of Up-
per Silesia in great detail.22 Nevertheless, a brief, concise outline of the history of the region 
in the “age of nationalism” can convey an idea of why regions and particularly the “interme-
diary spaces” treated here could form a component in a new kind of transnational history 
of Europe.

In modern German history, a general congruence of regional and national identifica-
tions has been shown in various studies. Celia Applegate and Alon Confino have provided 
persuasive evidence of this in central areas of Germany with an exclusively German-speak-
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ing population.23 In Silesia, and particularly in the mainly Catholic, Slavic-dialect-speaking 
region of Upper Silesia, however, different circumstances prevailed. Even when it was part of 
the German Empire, national identities spread relatively slowly in Upper Silesia. The reasons 
for this lay in the religious and social specifics of the activity of the German national move-
ment in the eastern territories of Prussia, including Upper Silesia, and in the antagonistic, 
counterproductive attempts at nation-building in the German Empire and the ideological 
narrowing of German nationalism.

The revolution of 1848 was a boost for the activities of the German national movement 
in the area. The Polish national movement took the same moment to hit on the Upper Sile-
sians, who to a large extent still spoke an ancient Polish dialect, especially in rural areas. Both 
movements were confronted with obstacles in the shape of the social and religious specifics 
of Upper Silesia. The German national movement was mainly supported by Protestants and 
members of the Prussian administration and met with little response from the mixed popu-
lation of these mainly Catholic and rural areas. The distance between them was increased by 
the struggle between the Prussian state and the church in the Kulturkampf and the narrow-
ing definition of who and what was to be perceived as German. These splits were not fully 
overcome until the First World War.24 Furthermore, a social gulf formed between the elites 
and the German middle class, often “imported” from the interior of imperial Germany, on 
the one hand, and what they disparagingly called the Schlonsaks, the Slavic-speaking work-
ers and rural proletariat, on the other. The relationship between the two sides was mark-
edly asymmetrical. For this reason, the Krakow sociologist Maria Szmeja even describes the 
Prussian-German rule of Upper Silesia as an example of “internal colonialism.”25

Polish nationalism also came up against considerable obstacles despite the fact that 
many Poles immigrated to Upper Silesia’s industrial district. The Polish national movement, 
unlike the German, was not backed up by an own state, so it had organizational deficits. 
And since Upper Silesia had not been part of Poland since the fourteenth century, there was 
there no common remembrance of the Polish state that had existed until 1795. Furthermore, 
the numerous cultural differences between the Poles and the Polish-speaking Upper Silesians 
which had developed over the centuries of Austrian, Prussian, and German rule all played 
a part. Many Poles could barely understand the Upper Silesian dialect, or considered it a 
strange mixture with German. For this reason, identification with the more immediate home-
land among the Polish-speaking population, particularly in rural areas, continued to domi-
nate and usually prevailed over any secondary German or Polish national consciousness.26

This identification with Silesia did not, however, manifest itself in a strong political movement 
and the Upper Silesians did not produce a secular political elite in the German Empire.

Poland was refounded after the First World War and claimed a large part of Upper 
Silesia on the basis of ethnic principles. The German Empire, however, insisted on keep-
ing the largest industrial district in East Central Europe. The conflict between both states 
caused deep ruptures in the region. Violence broke out, and the two sides fought each 
other in armed combat in the three Silesian uprisings (1919–1921). It is undisputed that 
Upper Silesians took part in these conflicts, but more decisive was the intervention and 
mobilization from abroad. The paramilitary units which fought on both sides brought in 
Germans and Poles who had little or no connection to the region but basically continued 
the war in the name of the “national interest.” The major cause of the violence, then, was 
the choice not to demobilize troops who had fought in World War I, not a nationalist mo-
bilization of the population in Upper Silesia.
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The vast majority of the political elites in Upper Silesia, for their part, called for unity 
in the region and tried to mediate in the dispute between Germany and Poland. After World 
War I, a strong regional movement emerged, the Bund der Oberschlesier (Alliance of Upper 
Silesians), which demanded autonomy and at times even Upper Silesia’s independence. In 
1919 the regional movement had around 300,000 adherents, i.e. a seventh of the population. 
Publications of the Bund der Oberschlesier even tried to invent an Upper Silesian nation. 
They spoke about a “multilingual unitary nation” (multilinguales Einheitsvolk) and a blend of 
slavo-germanic blood (slavo-germanische Blutmischung),27 i.e. ancestry. The regional activists 
mixed ethnic elements with arguments of multiculturalism in order to construct a regional 
community or even nation. But how could this invention have attracted a population which 
was already familiar with German and Polish nationalism?

The regional movement failed eventually due to its inability to maintain neutrality in 
the conflict between Poland and Germany. Furthermore, neither Germany, Poland, Czecho-
slovakia, nor the Allies wanted another free state like Danzig/Gdańsk. In March 1921, the in-
habitants of Upper Silesia were called on to align themselves with either Germany or Poland 
in a plebiscite. Around 700,000 people voted to stay with Germany while 480,000 voted for 
union with Poland. The areas with a majority in favor of Germany were mainly urban and left 
of the Oder River; those in favor of Poland were right of the Oder and small-town or rural.28

It would, however, be wrong to interpret this voting behavior as an expression of a deeply 
rooted national identity (in the hardly translatable terms of the time: Volkstum, Deutschtum,
or Polskość; or very roughly “local culture,” “Germanness,” and “Polishness”) or to equate the 
number of votes for each side with the number of resident Germans or Poles. At local elec-
tions in November 1919, Polish candidates still had gained over 60 percent of the votes—this 
roughly corresponded with the proportion of the population that was Polish-speaking or bi-
lingual. Economic considerations and loyalty to the Prussian-German state evidently carried 
more weight in the plebiscite than “objective” criteria of national belonging such as language.

The division of Upper Silesia left large minorities on either side of the new border. A 
total of 226,000 people who had voted for Germany remained in eastern Upper Silesia while 
195,000 people who had voted for Poland became residents of Opole Silesia. Under the Ge-
neva Convention on Upper Silesia of 1922, the people in the areas where the vote was held 
were entitled to adopt the nationality of the respective neighboring country and emigrate to 
Germany or Poland. By 1925, about 100,000 people on both sides had taken advantage of this 
right of “option.” The plebiscite and the Geneva Convention show that not only the nation 
states, but also the international community in the League of Nations wanted to enhance the 
homogeneity of the nation states. There was no “option” to remain Polish and German, or to 
declare an allegiance to Silesia.

During the Weimar Republic, in Opole Silesia, the western part of Upper Silesia that 
remained German, many members of the mixed population adopted Germany’s language 
and culture for pragmatic reasons. Not only was this a prerequisite for social advancement, 
but even school children distanced themselves from their regional roots and Slavic mother-
tongue in order to avoid teasing and isolation from the German majority. This “pragmatic 
assimilation” manifested itself in censuses in the drop in numbers of people who declared 
themselves bilingual or Polish-speaking and in elections in the decrease in votes for Polish 
candidates. This tendency to assimilate was, however, disrupted by a seizure of power Na-
tional Socialist’s, who gained only 30 percent of the votes in Upper Silesia in 1932. When the 
National Socialists began to take steps against the Catholic church, dissolved the Catholic 
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Center Party in 1934, and finally also persecuted priests, the mixed population was driv-
en into the arms of Polish minority organizations.29 Nazi church policy provoked a similar 
reaction to that which the Kulturkampf had elicited two generations earlier: resistance to 
anything henceforth defined as German and the linking of the struggle for linguistic and 
cultural freedom with defense of the church. The head of the regional government in Breslau 
recognized this problem and dispatched a report in 1935 to the Prussian and Reich Minister 
for the Interior, Wilhelm Frick, stating that “the unrestrained attacks which were customary 
in the past and went way beyond the fight against political Catholicism, have to stop. In any 
case, the state and the movement must not identify with them.”30 Racial prejudice against the 
Upper Silesians proved to be just as counterproductive.

In the eyes of many National Socialists, the only options were to be either German or 
Polish. The idea of a “floating national character” (schwebendes Volkstum), as it was pejora-
tively called, was only accepted as a temporary phenomenon. In general, the popular image 
of Upper Silesia’s mixed population transformed in the interwar years from that of a nation-
ally and otherwise underdeveloped community to that of a group of freeloaders. Indeed, the 
National Socialists noted with pleasure how they were able to entice Upper Silesians to their 
functions with free tickets to cultural events and complimentary cake at women’s meetings31

but in other reports bemoaned the fact that this was a nationally unreliable and corruptible 
ethnic group.

In 1935, the National Socialists proceeded with the Germanization of personal and 
place names and extended their pursuit of the population into the private realm, suspecting 
that, underneath the cloak of outward conformity, anti-German or even pro-Polish identities 
continued to exist. As the official reports from Upper Silesia, edited by Przemysław Hauser 
and Mathias Niendorf, show, the authorities were not entirely wrong in this assumption. One 
sign of the endurance of cultural traits was the popularity of Polish church services. In 1938, 
30 percent of services were still held in Polish according to the nationalist Association of the 
German East (Bund Deutscher Osten, BDO). The BDO estimated the total number of people 
in the “Polish minority” at about 400,000, or about 550,000 with the “Germanized section” 
included.32 Nevertheless, very few people openly professed their Polishness, as that would 
have lead to persecution and possibly even internment in a concentration camp. As is well 
known, Silesian Jews experienced an even more terrible fate, regardless of their nationality. 
Many Upper Silesians who outwardly conformed or even spoke German at home preserved 
close family, religious, and cultural ties with Polish Upper Silesia. Paradoxically, the national-
ist propaganda against the “Diktat of Versailles” and the revisionism in regard to the border 
established in 1921 helped to preserve a mental mapping that encompassed the entire region 
of Upper Silesia.

Parts of the Silesian society activated an Upper Silesian or Polish identification, wheth-
er out of sympathy for Poland or an aversion to National Socialism, or for pragmatic reasons. 
The further tightening of the policy on nationality and the ban on Polish-language church 
services in the run-up to the Second World War increased the old tendency among Upper 
Silesia’s mixed population toward self-isolationism.33 Not until Germany achieved its first 
war victories and troops on the home front had been mobilized was it possible to win over 
a section of the population. Following Germany’s defeats on the eastern front, however, per-
sonal and public attitudes toward Germany changed. Despite the Nazi terror, a willingness 
to show symbols of a Polish or Upper Silesian identification in the private sphere and in the 
limited public of neighborhoods increased.
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In Polish eastern Upper Silesia, which requires special consideration in the interwar 
period, national and regional identification changed even more than in the German part 
of Upper Silesia. The number of inhabitants who considered themselves definitely German 
had dropped, mainly due to emigration, from about a third to a seventh of the total popula-
tion between 1921 and 1931.35 But many Polish-speaking or bilingual Upper Silesians turned 
toward German political parties in order to express their dissatisfaction with economic and 
political developments in Poland. In local elections in 1926, German parties gained 42 per-
cent of the votes, and 18.4 percent in the Polish parliamentary elections in Upper Silesia in 
1930, i.e. far more than the proportion of the corresponding population. These results were, 
however, less an expression of “unbroken Germanness,” as was thought in the Weimar Re-
public, and more a sign of the vitality of the identification with Upper Silesia. Many Silesians 
voted for German parties in protest against the undermining of the autonomy of Silesia as a 
Polish province (Wojewódstwo). Arkadiusz Bożek, who became vice president of the prov-
ince of Upper Silesia in 1945, summarized the general feeling of disappointment with the 
Polish administration in the interwar period thus: “Only the men in charge have changed. 
The Berliners went and the Warsaw-Krakovians came.”36 This quote indicates the gap be-
tween the regional society and those who came from outside.

At the end of the twenties, as the situation in Poland began to temporarily stabilize, 
German parties enjoyed much less electoral success, and participation in German-national 
rallies also decreased rapidly. Even the opponents of the Polish state evidently grew accus-
tomed to its existence.37 Furthermore, in Upper Silesia, social and economic considerations 
gave rise to a willingness to adapt oneself to the majority nation. This pragmatism could, 
however, swing in the opposite direction at any time. For example, parents often signed their 
children up for wealthier German schools because they tended to provide more plentiful 
school meals than their state-run Polish competitors.38 But this pragmatic attitude was not 
tolerated by the Polish state, which thought in dialectic national terms and was afraid of a 
strengthening of the German minority. The Polish administration wanted to compel parents 
of mixed origin to send their children to Polish schools. Eventually the conflict about these 
children was decided by the League of Nations. It decided that the nationality of children, 
and therefore their choice of school, had to be decided by the state bureaucracy according to 
objective indicators (primarily the language spoken by the parents), and not by the parents. 
One can conclude that it was not only radical nationalists and “nationalizing nation states” 
(Brubaker) who though in terms of a binary nationalism, but also the international commu-
nity of states. Moreover, nationality was not perceived as subjective and changeable, but as 
objective. The regional society was indeed caught in between.

A person’s sense of being German, Polish, or Silesian often depended on their individ-
ual social and professional standing. Some cases are known, for example, of the wives of Pol-
ish policemen in eastern (Polish) Upper Silesia who belonged to the German People’s Asso-
ciation.39 These cases were recorded because the Supreme Commander of the Polish Police in 
the district of Silesia was angered at the lack of national feeling among officials and suspected 
that state secrets were being betrayed. In Opole Silesia, the authorities also reported on be-
havior which could not be reconciled with their view of a proper national standing. There 
was no understanding at all for several members of the local Hitler Youth who had joined 
Polish sports clubs.40 As the reports show, Upper Silesians sometimes switched languages and 
cultures within the space of one evening. This is illustrated by an incident reported by the 
chief of police in Gleiwitz/Gliwice in 1929, when a local celebration organized by the Polish 
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choral society presented a guest choir which sang in Polish first before performing German 
military songs.41

Nevertheless, one should be wary of romanticizing this multicultural mélange. If a per-
son failed to opt for a particular nationality, they faced life with a bad reputation and sanc-
tions. Even after 1945, the “struggle for national character” (Volkstumskampf)—which today 
would be described as a conflict over identities—was fought out primarily at the expense of 
the regional society.

After the Second World War, attempts to nationalize the region continued—although 
in different circumstances and without an equivalent procedure to the mass murder of the 
Jews. Poland had been granted all of Upper Silesia in 1945 through the Potsdam treaty. Its 
main goal was to Polonize (or “re-Polonize,” as the propaganda formulated it) the region once 
and for all. For reaching this goal the postwar Polish state deployed the entire toolkit of vio-
lent, totalitarian nationality policy. The “enemy” language was forbidden, the regional cul-
ture eliminated by all possible means, books destroyed, and personal as well as place names 
changed. The aim of this policy was to “de-Germanize,” as the apt title of a book by Bernard 
Linek translates,42 i.e. to eliminate all traces of the German era. This also entailed the expul-
sion of inhabitants who could be clearly identified as German. In comparison to Lower Silesia, 
where almost all citizens of the German Empire were compelled to leave their homelands, the 
stance toward the Germans in Upper Silesia was liberal. In the areas where the plebiscite was 
held in 1921, a declaration of loyalty to the Polish state and the Polish nation was generally 
enough to earn one’s “verification” or “rehabilitation” as a Pole and so avoid expulsion. The au-
thorities upheld the argument that a large part of the population of Upper Silesia was actually 
Polish; this also formed the basis for territorial claims to the former territories of the German 
East. About 850,000 “Autochthones” were therefore permitted to stay, making up the majority 
of the population after the war in the later provinces of Katowice and Opole.

Yet this majority section of the population was regarded with deep mistrust and of-
ten disapproval by the Polish government, the immigrant population from central Poland, 
and expellees from eastern Poland,43 who equated the indigenous Upper Silesians with Ger-
mans—the most negative categorization possible in view of the recent experience of National 
Socialist occupation. This bipolar national discourse or a “compulsory unambiguity” had 
existed since World War I: one had to be either German or Polish and nothing in between. 
The suspicion persisted that the Ślązacy (the Silesians) were secret Germans. In fact, after the 
war, many Upper Silesians could speak German better than Polish, which they pronounced 
with a strong accent anyway, as a result of Nazi-era pressures. Even the term “Autochthon” 
has a derogatory connotation, as the immigrants who used it regarded themselves as Polish 
missionaries leading the formerly German citizens of Polish extraction back to the path of 
rightful nationality and drumming Polishness into them, by force if necessary. Furthermore, 
deep social conflicts arose after the Second World War, particularly over property in Upper 
Silesia. Locals and immigrants fought over farms, apartments, everyday necessities, and soon 
also over positions in the state and the party.

These conflicts and the frequent discrimination and persecution of native inhabitants 
led to the latter’s complete rejection of Poland as a nation and a state. For the deeply Catholic 
population, the rejection of communism was also connected with their religious affiliation. 
By contrast, the German era in Upper Silesia was often idealized, especially as the “economic 
miracle” was beginning to take effect in the Federal Republic of Germany. In 1950, Arkadiusz 
Bożek recorded bitterly that, “the Germans are laughing up their sleeves—what we could not 



Caught in Between 495

achieve in seven hundred years, because the Silesians persistently defended their faith and 
their language, they accomplished in seven years: the complete eradication of Polishness in 
these lands, down to the very last root.”44 This statement contained the nationalist myth of 
timeless Polishness; nevertheless, it was right about the disaffection with Poland and Poles.

The change in orientation toward Germany was, however, also motivated by the fact 
that the identification with the region of Upper Silesia was suppressed in the People’s Re-
public of Poland, being regarded as a remnant of the interwar period and a possible Trojan 
Horse of the Germans. Open declarations of Germanness were the most effective method for 
gaining permission to leave the country and so escape Communism. Moreover, the Upper 
Silesians were discriminated against as Germans.

Until 1989, the situation in Upper Silesia remained by and large stable. The People’s 
Republic of Poland proceeded with oppression—the ban on the German language, for ex-
ample, remained in force to the last—and Upper Silesians reacted to this with inner emigra-
tion or actual emigration to Germany. Thus the old-established Upper Silesian population 
became the minority, estimated at 250,000–300,000 of a total population of around one mil-
lion in the province of Opole in 1989. Those who felt drawn to German culture or simply saw 
no future in communist Poland left the country.

When the communist regimes collapsed, the troubled history of the interwar period 
threatened to repeat itself. The minority, which as a result of the Polish nationality policy in-
deed had become a German minority, demanded their official authorization, and individual 
demands for the borders to be redrawn were also made. The situation quickly eased with the 
conclusion of the 2+4 Treaty in 1990, in which Germany relinquished all territorial claims in 
favor of reunification, and the German–Polish treaty of 1990–1991, which finally confirmed 
the Oder-Neiße border and enforced the official recognition of the minority in Poland.

For this reason, among others, Poland tolerated the de facto revisionist citizenship 
policy of the Federal Republic of Germany. In Upper Silesia, all Polish citizens who could 
provide evidence of their German ancestry could apply for German citizenship. Well over 
200,000 German passports were issued as a consequence of this policy up to the mid-1990s. 
They secured the holders’ free access to the job market in Germany and the EU. The German-
ness of the minority in Upper Silesia was once again officially confirmed.

Freedom to travel and reunification, however, rapidly brought about a change in the 
popular image of the Federal Republic of Germany in Upper Silesia. The former spiritual 
homeland became simply a neighboring state that could be reached within a few hours. 
Nearly all Upper Silesians took advantage of their newly established right to travel to visit 
the country, especially those who held German passports and therefore also work permits. 
The reality of Germany, however, was often surprising, and did not always correspond with 
images conjured up by television, brochures of expellee associations, and letters from rela-
tives who had emigrated there before. Especially at work Upper Silesians were not greeted 
as compatriots but rejected as Poles, particularly in the new federal states (i.e. the former 
German Democratic Republic). Those with a good command of German still spoke a dialect 
which sounded foreign to people west of the Oder and Neiße. In addition to this, job-seekers 
from Silesia were hardly regarded as lost sons of the fatherland but frequently as competition. 
Because of this renewed experience of national differences after the 1989 revolution, many 
members of the mixed population turned away from Germany and German nationality.

As Danuta Berlińska, a sociologist from Opole, has shown, some years after the 1989 
revolution more than two thirds of the minority population considered themselves exclu-
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sively or primarily Silesian, while only about one tenth defined themselves as German.45 Less 
is known about changes in the identities of the majority population, which migrated or were 
forced to migrate to Silesia in the postwar period. Most of them clearly and sometimes ex-
clusively identify with Poland as a nation and as a state. The changes in Poland since 1989 
contributed to a generally stronger perception of the regional or local homeland as a point 
of reference. In the province of Opole, the minority possessed a concrete territory in which 
they could realize their political ideas. Since the 1989 revolution, the “socio-cultural society 
of Germans in Poland” has produced numerous mayors, chief administrative officers, some 
members of the Sejm, and a few senators in the second chamber of the Polish parliament. 
In the 2003 census, however, 173,000 people unexpectedly declared themselves “Silesian.”46

Among these were many former members of the German minority that had sharply de-
creased in numbers to become the second largest minority in Poland. With this result, the 
minority demonstrated that their regional allegiance was stronger than a national Polish or 
German one.

After the census was taken, the leadership of the regional movement tried to gain 
recognition as national minority. This was first denied by the Polish government and courts, 
then also by the highest European court in Strassbourg. The refusal in Poland was based on 
fears that a new separatist movement might arise. Indeed, the widespread discontent in Up-
per Silesia with the social and economic situation of the region might feed some discontent. 
But the reaction against the Silesian movement was driven rather by historical memories 
than by rational calculations or public opinion polling. In Strassbourg, the underlying issue 
was that if the Silesians were to gain recognition, then other groups might organize them-
selves as national minorities. That would be in contrast to the still dominant vision that the 
European states are homogeneous nation states. None of these states would today repeat the 
coercive nationality policy of the interwar and postwar period. But it still seems to be diffi-
cult to accept diversity and to overcome the utopia of homogeneous nation states if divergent 
groups come into existence.

Summary
By looking at the case of Upper Silesia, one can show the endurance of regions as objects 
of identification, which is surprising precisely because of the wide range of references they 
host. The Upper Silesia which the Silesian or German minority refers to today has little in 
common with the Prussian region of Upper Silesia of the early twentieth century. The size of 
the area, its social and demographic structures, and its state affiliation changed several times, 
quite dramatically, between 1900 and 2000. And yet today a significant number of people 
identify themselves primarily with the substratum called Upper Silesia. National identities, 
by contrast, appear volatile and context-dependent. Such processes can be shown to have 
taken place not only in Upper Silesia but also in other intermediary spaces such as Alsace. 
With these intermediary spaces and their inhabitants frequently crushed between national 
millstones, the European idea presented itself as a possible solution. It is no coincidence that 
some prominent figures of the European movement or a European historiography, such as 
with Robert Schuman and Lucien Febvre, originated from such intermediary spaces.

Although the regionalism in Upper Silesia has so far failed to achieve its aims to the 
extent other regional movements have—with any comprehensive autonomy still lacking—
it proves the limits of concepts of nationality and nation states. The relationship between 



Caught in Between 497

nationalism and regionalism is fundamentally defined by the attractiveness and inclusive 
ability of the concept in question. That means, however, that nation and region should not 
be understood as firmly established quantities but as relational options employed in political 
discourses and practices. Collective identification models such as the nation or the region 
are transitory. The history of Europe is, then, in this respect an open book. It remains to be 
seen whether it will continue to be a matter of a Europe of fatherlands or whether a Europe 
of regions will gain in significance. This is even more true for the enlarged European Union 
and hence, academic disciplines studying not past but present-day changes, making it just 
one more reason to take the study of regions as a way of approaching European history. The 
Schengen Treaty and its expansion to the East in 2007 have removed all border controls from 
the Bug in eastern Poland to Portugal in the West. This means that the European borderlands 
have ceased to be located at state borders. Of course, Schengen has not removed linguistic, 
social, and political borders. But it remains to be seen how this reconfiguration will influence 
the intermediary spaces in Europe.

Looking back at their history again, one can distinguish three major periods. The late 
age of empires between 1848 and 1918 was undoubtedly an age of nationalism. People’s iden-
tification with regions did not diminish, however, but was spread in various borderlands 
as a result of a generally rising tide of politicization of the population. The national move-
ments hit their limits in the horizontal and vertical mobilization of societies. Because of their 
mostly bourgeois character and other factors such as religious and linguistic differences, the 
national movements had problems mobilizing the urban and the rural under-classes. This is 
especially true for borderlands such as Upper Silesia or Alsace. World War I was a catalyst 
of nationalism, but especially in countries which had lost the war, regional movements also 
gained power. However, they were always hampered by the lack of a secular elite. So even 
when nation states were weakened, such as Germany in 1918–1919, the regional movements 
could not achieve autonomy, let alone secession or independence.

The second period lasted from 1918 until 1939, in which the old and new nation states 
demanded an unambiguous identification from their citizens. This created conflicts with 
national minorities, and in particular with and within disputed borderlands. As a reaction, 
the nation states intensified their nationalizing policies. Regional movements became suspi-
cious of helping enemy states across the borders or guessed that minorities could be Trojan 
Horses within the body of an organically understood nation. Various nation states such as 
France in Alsace, both Germany and Poland in Upper Silesia, Romania in Transylvania, Italy 
in South Tirol, or the states which had carved up Macedonia, developed repressive policies. 
Instead of accepting at least a minimum of regional specifics, any demands for autonomy 
were interpreted as a danger for the nation state. The repressions ranged from discrimination 
to persecution and deportations of elites. This created deep conflicts which should not be 
interpreted in the framework of minority politics only, but also as conflicts between centers 
and marginalized borderlands.

The suppression of regionalism was mostly counterproductive. For a demonstration of 
this we can look not only to Upper Silesia, but also to Alsace. Christiane Kohser-Spohn has 
shown how the French policy against the regional movement in the 1920s turned sour an Al-
satian society which had welcomed French troops in 1918. Similar conclusions can be made 
about other nation states and their nationality policy in disputed borderlands.47 Although 
discontent was widespread, none of the regional movements were able to reach their ideal 
goals or even reduce the degree of suppression by nation states. This was mostly due to their 



498 Philipp Ther

weakness in term of organization and political ideology, and their late start compared to na-
tional movements. Moreover, the nation states could offer careers which were of course pur-
sued by inhabitants of the borderlands. The regional movements were caught in between the 
nation states. Looking for support beyond the border was not a viable solution anymore after 
1945 because the regional movements in Alsace, the Silesians in Poland, and the Schleswiger 
in Denmark were tainted by collaboration with the National Socialists.

After World War II, our third period, Europe was structured into nation states that 
were more homogenized than ever before. The borderlands lost all opportunity to raise a 
political voice, let alone to form a regional movement again. Only in the late 1960s did new 
dynamics emerge. In Western Europe this was mostly due to the activities of the student 
movement. The regionalistic component of 1968 has, however, not received much attention 
by historians. In Alsace, Bretagne, and parts of southern France regional initiatives gathered 
and established institutions. Similar developments can be observed in Wales and Scotland, 
in parts of Italy, and in Spain after the death of Franco. This “new” regionalism was partially 
inspired by the political Left, and it utilized the vocabulary of the anticolonial struggle.48 In 
France, the activists also spoke about a “renaissance” of the region, revealing the relevance of 
invented traditions. Altogether this regionalism was very different from the interwar period, 
when there still was a strong influence from clerics and right-wing parties, and is ripe for 
attention as a distinct era.

In the late 1960s, identification directed against hegemonic nation states also increased 
in Central and Eastern Europe, but developed a different dynamic. Officially the autonomist 
Slovak, Croat, Macedonian, and other elites asked for more regional autonomy, but the po-
litical discourses soon focused on national interest and rights. The regimes in both countries 
responded with federalization (1969 in Czechoslovakia, 1974 in Yugoslavia), but this did 
not have the same results as in France or Britain, where regions also gained power in the 
1970s and ’80s. In Eastern Europe, the devolution of political power strengthened national 
discourses and national movements. Similar conclusions could be made about post-Franco 
Spain, where the regional movements called themselves national movements. But only a mi-
nority of Catalans or Galicians called for independence from their regions. Hence, one can 
label these movements as predominantly regionalist according to the definition here pro-
vided. In the Basque Country and in Northern Ireland, events took a different course because 
violence was introduced.49

In Western Europe the postwar regionalism was also strengthened by the European 
Community/Union. This seems to be paradoxical on first view because originally the con-
cept of the EC had been a “Europe of fatherlands.” But the European Union organized its 
various programs for agriculture and in particular for infrastructure in such a way that the 
entities who could apply for funds were not entire nation states, but rather the less developed 
parts of them. Inequality was defined on a regional not on a national basis. This motivated 
regional interest groups to become politically active in order to get funding from Brussels. 
One can explain this development through a comparison with the UN. While it is necessary 
on a global level to make political claims as a nation because only nation states can become 
members of the United Nations, in Europe certain benefits, especially the structural funds, 
are distributed at a regional level. Moreover, the states which already had a federal structure, 
such as Germany and Spain, pressed for a general federalization of the EC and its single 
member-states. This culminated in the establishment of the “Committee of the Regions” 
(CoR) in the Maastricht Treaty, which is more well-known for having laid the groundwork 
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for the common currency, the Euro. It is disputed how much power the CoR really has. Since 
the enlargement of the EU in 2004, this consultative body has rarely produced any headlines 
or public discourses. But this institutionalization might be more relevant in the future. It is 
an open question how the “Europe of nations” will develop into a “Europe of regions.”

Independently of this process, regions and in particular borderlands are an important 
object of study for historians. They make it possible to overcome the dominant national 
paradigm, they reveal the contingency in nation building and nation state formation, and 
they demonstrate that no territorial and group identification, be it on a national, regional, or 
local level, is set and stable. Last but not least, the “lands in between” demonstrate that the 
much-debated subject of transnational history can be studied beneath and not only beyond 
the nation.
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